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    Part I 
 
      
 
    I dreamed a dream, and now that dream is gone from me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taiki Sato opened his eyes and blinked at the darkness. How long had they been in hyperspace? Time seemed to have no meaning for him, a common sensation since his pinplants had been modified more than a week ago. Adjusting was taking a while. Along with the modifications came a flood of memories, many of them still meaningless.  
 
    The inside of the module slowly came into focus. A tiny amount of light was always available from some of the instruments and apparatus which kept them alive. He shared a grand total of 36 cubic meters with his traveling companion. Rick Culper hadn’t moved since Sato fell asleep. Literally hadn’t moved, not so much as a millimeter. The shadow of the combat armor was only perceptible as an outline.  
 
    The slight whine and hum spoke of the life support equipment continuing their nonstop work. Of course, if they’d ceased to function while Sato dreamed, the dream would never have ended. He would have passed from dreamland to the beyond without waking. He wondered what Rick was dreaming about. He hoped it was more pleasant than his own dreams.  
 
    He found his slate by feel and brought it awake. The bright light of the thin computer was like a searchlight in the dark module. It might sound like a lot, 36 cubic meters. It had seemed like plenty when he’d conceived of his plot to leave the Winged Hussars. A Human could be comfortable in a space just 1 by 1 by 2 meters, a total of two cubic meters. Not luxuriant by any means, but comfortable. So 36 cubic meters was 16 times as much space, right? 
 
    Sato took in the sum of their living space. The Hussars’ standard Transpac container. Based on a 3.5 by 3.5 by 2.93–meter design dating back to some antiquated standard long since abandoned. A full third of it was taken up by life support, and another 10% by the combination kitchen/bathroom. This left about 20 cubic meters, with no windows or outside contact, for two people to live in for more than a week.  
 
    “Seemed like a good idea at the time,” Sato mumbled. The container had its own power source, and it was also fully shielded so no one could tell two people and a power source were inside, even if they were right up against it with a sensor. He’d made sure of it himself when he’d designed the stealth insertion container years ago. The Hussars’ marines had probably never considered one of their own would use it to sneak out of the system.  
 
    He’d never thought he’d in essence run away from his life, either. Taiki Sato had been the chief naval architect and innovator for the Winged Hussars’ technology group, euphemistically known as the Geek Squad. It was run by Kleena, but Sato had been the pure innovative force behind all their inventions.  
 
    The only problem with working for the Hussars was, he didn’t remember how he’d gotten there. The thought had never entered his mind, until shortly after the Keesius incident. In the full light of understanding, Sato now realized he’d been the center of a good deal of trouble for the Hussars and Alexis Cromwell, their commander. Okay, so trouble might be an understatement when it concerned the Keesius. 
 
    Similar to the Egleesius-class—a relic of the 20,000-year-old war between the Dusman and the Kahraman—it even looked like the Egleesius. They’d found them in 2nd Level Hyperspace, the strange realm that could only be accessed by crashing out of 1st Level Hyperspace. From the moment Sato was first exposed to that new realm, he’d begun to feel himself change.  
 
    He hadn’t been satisfied with tinkering on the Keesius, though. He’d had to activate the ship’s computer. This had proven a catastrophic mistake. The Keesius was an ancient doomsday device, and it was targeted straight at the capital world of the Galactic Union, which just so happened to have been the First Republic capital world as well. More than a few brave men and women had died to stop it and rescue him. A short time later, a strange pinplant design had appeared in his mind.  
 
    A trip to the Hussars’ pinplant expert, the Wrogul Nemo, and Sato had the new pinplants installed. Then the real fun had begun.  
 
    “Are you okay, sir?”  
 
    Sato looked over and saw his traveling companion was awake. He could tell from the faint blue glow coming from the suit’s visual sensors. “Fine,” Sato said. “How about you?”  
 
    “Still trying to come to grips with it all.”  
 
    “I can respect that,” Sato said. How could he not? It wasn’t everyone who got to come back from the dead, months after their death.  
 
    “I wonder what happens to me from here?”  
 
    “Well, I think that’s up to you. I brought you along for two reasons. One, to help get me out if there were any difficulties. There weren’t any. Two, I needed to get at least one of you away from Nemo.”  
 
    “What do you mean, at least one of me?”  
 
    Sato stopped short of explaining it. Now wasn’t the time. “A figure of speech.” 
 
    “Nemo brought me back from the dead,” Rick said. “That’s what you said. I was resurrected?”  
 
    “I never used that word,” Sato said quickly. But what do I really believe? Rick had been a tiny genetic sample retained by Nemo within his body, along with a map of Rick’s neural patterns. Nemo wasn’t completely responsible for bringing Rick back; credit went to the Bregalad. “Nemo’s pet plant grew you.”  
 
    “And then Nemo just turned me on? Like a copy of a program?”  
 
    Nemo had made it sound just like that. Only, if it were true, what did that say about the uniqueness of a sentient being? Were we nothing more than a collection of electrical impulses? “That’s the way Nemo described it,” Sato said.  
 
    “But is that how you feel about it?”  
 
    Rick’s voice from the suit’s voder sounded perfectly Human. Sato hadn’t met Rick before his “death” aboard ship as the former Hussars’ marine tried to intercept enemy agents. He didn’t know how Rick had sounded then. He had no doubt the voice was a perfect match. “I guess I don’t know how I feel about it. I’ve never died.” Then Sato had a thought. “Do you remember anything?”  
 
    “About dying?” Rick asked, his voice sounding almost human in the small space. Sato nodded. “No. The last thing I remember is Nemo putting me under a light anesthesia for my pinplants, then waking up in your lab.”  
 
    “Do you want to see the CASPer logs from the mission where you died?”  
 
    Rick was quiet for a long time before he answered. “No, sir. At least, not yet.”  
 
    Understandable. Rick didn’t say anything else, so Sato went to work on various pieces of equipment he’d brought along. Everything had either been stored in his modified MK7 CASPer, the one he’d used to escape—not the decoy which stayed behind.  
 
    Among the tools, parts, and other stuff necessary to live in a metal box surrounded by vacuum for seven days was also a bag full of money. That was the only outright theft he was guilty of. Each Winged Hussars warship had a lockbox in the captain’s cabin. Inside were various documents, sensitive computer documents on chip, several the Hussars’ special homing modules (tiny programs on a chip written by Ghost that allowed one to go to New Warsaw without being able to record the destination), and some cash.  
 
    The majority of transactions within the Galactic Union were accomplished via electronic transfer, either from a central bank maintained by the UCX—Union Credit Exchange—or stored on your Yack, a Universal Account Access Card. However, some businesses conducted trade with hard currency as well. It usually took one of two forms: metallic printed credits sometimes called chits, or red diamonds. As red diamonds were among the rarest of gems in the galaxy, each chit also had a small red diamond in its center, from one the size of a grain of sand for the one-credit chit, to an almost one-karat diamond in the 10-million-credit chit. Regardless, the diamond was always less valuable than the credit, for obvious reasons.  
 
    When the Crown-class cruiser Citation was effectively destroyed at the battle of Golara, its hulk had been towed back to New Warsaw as scrap. Sato had known exactly where its gutted hulk was stored, and he’d sent a bot on a reconnaissance mission. Within the hulk he’d found the captain’s lockbox, which he’d stashed in his getaway container. There would be things in the box he’d certainly need. 
 
    “Guess I might as well find out what I got myself,” he said. The box was 20 centimeters by 20 by 10. Not big, considering the importance of what it contained. Sato had never been privy to the exact contents, though he was knowledgeable of the box’s construction. After all, he’d designed the security.  
 
    He carefully took the lock apart, taking extra care to avoid the double-redundant safety micro wires woven into the case. Then he went after the other three layers of security. It was a miracle the box had survived the destruction of Citation’s CIC and captain’s cabin. If any high energy or shrapnel had penetrated the case… 
 
    After a nervous hour of work, the lid released with a click. Despite his self-assurance, he gave a little jump, then laughed at himself.  
 
    “A lockbox from a ship?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said and looked inside. The half-kilo thermite charge was now disarmed, and he removed it to add to the other gear in his backpack. Despite his inside knowledge, it had been a bit of a risk. The thermite was designed to destroy the contents of the case. It would also probably have killed him in the confined space of the module. Fire in space wasn’t something to joke about. 
 
    Sato took out a small plastic container holding six computer chips. They were nondescript, but with a blue marking. Those would be the special ones designed to allow a non-Hussars’ ship to find New Warsaw. He put them in his pocket. Next were three more chips, marked 1, 2, and 3. He had no idea what they were so he put them in a pocket, too. A piece of paper floated out. He caught it and flipped it over. It was a picture of a woman, smiling, holding a young child.  
 
    He turned it back over and read the writing. “To my husband, James O’Connell, captain of EMS Citation. Congratulations on your promotion. I am so proud of you.” It was signed ‘Lea.’ An address in Ann Arbor, Michigan was listed.  
 
    He stared at it for a long moment. Had Lea gotten the message that her husband had died in the battle of Golara? The battle had only been weeks ago, what with the occupation of Earth, maybe she hadn’t heard yet?  What about Captain O’Connell’s son?  
 
    “May I see that?” A metallic hand reached out, and Sato passed him the picture. “Pretty wife.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sato agreed.  
 
    “Citation was destroyed?” Sato just nodded. “I wonder if she even knows her husband is dead?”  
 
    “Maybe we can give her some peace,” Sato said. Inside the box was one final item: a simple paper ticket, torn in half. He took both halves and placed them in a pouch before adding it to the other items in his pocket. He’d decided where to go next. He finished clearing out the box, then set it back into his gear. Then, he waited. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cargo master looked at the container again and compared it to the manifest. Virginia Hall was one of the Winged Hussars intelligence cutters, and among the smallest ships in space capable of independent hyperspace travel. Her primary duty was gathering and moving intelligence reports from all over the Galactic Union. Alexis Cromwell was commander of the Winged Hussars, and the intelligence cutter fleet were her eyes and ears.  
 
    “Ted! Hey, Ted!” he yelled.  
 
    “What is it, sir?” His assistant handler floated over. Like many of the crew, the kid wore more than one hat. He was the assistant purser, assistant chef, and a damage control specialist.  
 
    The cargo master tapped the crate. “This one, when was it loaded?” 
 
    Ted checked his pinplants. “Shows we loaded it just before leaving New Warsaw.”  
 
    “I know that, damn kid. But we only had scheduling for four containers, and destinations for each. Our course is up to us, like always.” He tapped the container again. “This one, though, loaded at the last second with orders to just drop it off at the first port of call? Strange. Damned strange.”  
 
    “Orders are approved,” Ted said, shrugging. “Maybe it’s full of elite ninjas or something?”  
 
    “Ninjas? For fuck’s sake, stop watching those stupid Tri-Vs.” He looked at the container one more time. Completely nondescript, just like all the modules they carried. Something about it just wasn’t right.  
 
    “What’s the holdup?” the captain called on the PA. Virginia Hall’s hold was tiny, since the cutter was mostly powerplant and reaction mass. Her main trade was information, which took no space. The hold had two other containers and a plethora of gear and supplies for their cruise. Virginia Hall would often be out for six months at a time.  
 
    “I’m just trying to figure out this drop,” the load master said to the captain.  
 
    “Figure it out? The next time I understand how Colonel Cromwell thinks things through will be the first. Drop the container off. Now.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” He looked at Ted and sighed. “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening?” Rick asked.  
 
    “It sounds like the load master is confused,” Sato explained. “He should be, since I forged all the orders to get this container aboard.”  
 
    “How long did you plan this?”  
 
    “A few days,” Sato said.  
 
    “What if they don’t drop us off?”  
 
    Sato grunted and checked his pinplants. The self-contained module he’d designed and modified was capable of operating independent of an outside power source for a considerable time. It operated on a bank of high-energy capacitors, the same kind used by warships to run particle accelerators. The problem was, the life support system ran on elements that needed replenishment. If the module were in space, it could sustain the two occupants for a maximum of 96 hours.  
 
    Luckily, the hold had been pressurized. Using tiny taps at several locations, the module could replenish air, and even water. There had to be some of either for it to work, though. Worse, it wouldn’t be hard for someone to get into the module if they tried. It was designed to look like a standard Transpac, and thus was made from common materials. Even the basic model was designed to be moved through starports and space stations without drawing attention to itself.  
 
    “If they don’t drop us off, they can just as easily cut in and see what’s inside,” Sato explained, then shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it if they do, but I doubt they will.” 
 
    “Why’s that, sir?”  
 
    “Because I forged the orders from Colonel Alexis Cromwell herself.” Sato heard talking and held up a hand. The audio feed was picked up from more tiny sensors on the outside of the container and fed into the control system, then to his pinplants via a hard wire. It was too risky to use a wireless transmitter. After all, Virginia Hall was an intelligence cutter, and her master would be extra observant.  
 
    The container thumped several times as magnetic grapnels were attached, then the occupants felt their temporary home moving slowly in one direction, then in another.  
 
    “In a moment, we’ll know,” Sato said.  
 
    His view from the miniature cameras was basic at best, a very narrow bandwidth of data through almost microscopic electrical lines he’d embedded in the container walls. You’d have to be looking specifically to spot them. He hoped so, anyway. If they caught him, it probably wouldn’t end well. He consoled himself that this was the last time he would be forced to betray former allies.  
 
    Sato watched on his pinplants as their module was maneuvered to the side of Virginia Hall’s tiny hold, then to the door, which was standing open. In moments they were moved outside, then other grapnels took the module and moved it onto a stack of others, where it was magnetically locked into place.  
 
    “Success,” he told Rick. The suit nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Now what?”  
 
    “We wait for Virginia Hall to undock.”  
 
    Now that they were inside a large cargo dock, Sato had a much better view of their surroundings. There were cameras on all six sides of the module, and only three were blocked. Virginia Hall was at one of a dozen cargo docks where cargo could be loaded and offloaded. He could see there were various sizes, from the small one his module had been moved through, up to those big enough for the entire intelligence cutter to maneuver through. He began to believe he knew where they were.  
 
    In less than an hour, the lock to Virginia Hall closed, and the status lights ringing it flashed green several times, then went out, signifying the other side was exposed to vacuum. Their ride had left. “Okay,” he said. “We just need to be sure nobody is watching.”  
 
    As they’d waited, he’d packed a pair of duffel bags with everything he wanted to take along. The orders he’d forged had instructed the captain to pay to store the container for a year at their destination. Of course Sato didn’t know what the destination was, though Alexis Cromwell would certainly have known. For his purposes, it didn’t really matter. The storage fee wouldn’t be too much, and stacked against his other crimes in fleeing the Hussars, he doubted a couple hundred credits would make it any worse.  
 
    Sato made sure both their bags were ready, then checked the cameras again. A pair of bots checking on a power connection to a module 50 meters away were the only things that would have a view. Standard surveillance didn’t concern him. Computers weren’t smart enough to ask questions, and nobody would check the recordings unless someone came looking for him, or perhaps when the storage fee ran out. He’d be long gone by then.  
 
    “Ready,” Sato said.  
 
    “Right,” Rick replied and took both bags. The cargo bay was in zero G, but the bags were still nearly 100 kilograms each. The mass would be difficult for Sato to maneuver but would provide no challenge for Rick. He looked around a final time. There were several cases of gear still in the container, stuff he would be unlikely to need. He’d come back for them later.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    Sato keyed in the release sequence with his pinplants, then disconnected the hard link. The module went into standby, the lights went out, and they were plunged into total darkness. An instant later, a pop sound indicated the doors were unlocked, and a hiss spoke of equalizing pressure. He drifted over to them, grabbed a handhold to the side of the doors, and pushed them slowly open. The cargo bay wasn’t well insulated, and the cold flooded into the module. He only felt it on his face, as he was wearing a Hussars-issue ship duty uniform, which was both insulated and airtight. He’d even fixed the LSU, or life support unit, to the belt and had the helmet under his arm.  
 
    No one seeing the two float out of the cargo module would give them a second glance. Sato had changed the color of his suit from the Hussars’ black and gold to a pale green, which would blend right in. The other figure looked like he was wearing a poorly fitted spacesuit, helmet in place. Any observers would note both were very much at home in zero gravity as they expertly pushed off to land by one of the cargo bay exits.  
 
    A pair of elSha were manning the doors. One was reading something on his slate, and the other was staring blankly, a sure sign he was using his pinplants. Neither so much as looked up. They were making sure nobody entered the bay without authorization. Anyone leaving was obviously already authorized to be in there. Sato floated past them and into the bustling corridor beyond.  
 
    As luck would have it, a Human was talking to a badger-like Cochkala. Rick got the Human’s attention. “Can you tell me what station this is?”  
 
    “You don’t know where you are?” the Cochkala asked. Amusement carried through the translator program in Sato’s pinplants. 
 
    “Been a long trip,” Sato said.  
 
    “Karma Station,” said the Human, an almost skeletally thin woman, likely a lifelong spacer. Without intermittent nanite treatments, her bones would have been as brittle as a 100-year-old’s. She barely took any notice of Sato’s features, but she gave Rick’s spacesuit a long look. “What’s that guy’s problem?”  
 
    “He got burned really badly a few years ago. Plasma discharge in engineering. Over 90% of his body.” 
 
    “Nanites didn’t help?”  
 
    “They can’t regrow charred skin. The grafts saved him, but…” Sato shrugged. He grinned wryly. “Wanna see?”  
 
    “Fuck, no,” the woman said and made a rude gesture. “Take off, I’m trying to make a deal.”  
 
    Rick and Sato pushed away from the pair. The Cochkala said he would like to see the burns, but they were already moving away quickly.  
 
    “The cover story seems sufficient,” Rick said through the spacesuit speaker.  
 
    “No reason it wouldn’t,” Sato said. “However, I’m going to shelve that take a look bit. We can’t have someone call us on that one.” Rick gave a noncommittal grunt as they moved along. Sato considered as they moved. Maybe he could do something about that… 
 
    He’d half suspected it was Karma Station by the size of the cargo bay. True, it could equally have been Piquaw or even Sulaadar, though the latter was less likely as it was a long jump from New Warsaw. Karma was a good bet, and the most common staging area for non-warships coming from and going to New Warsaw. Warships were ordered to take multiple routes, thus reducing the chance of someone trying to set an ambush or tracking them home.  
 
    “We staying here for a while?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Just until I find us transport,” Sato explained. 
 
    “You mind if I look around, sir?”  
 
    Sato glanced at him for a moment, staring at the spacesuit’s reflective dome bubble. He had no idea what Rick’s mental state really was. However, he also didn’t control his travel companion. He could find him if he needed to, and vice versa. “Sure, let’s just get a room while I make arrangements, then you can go do whatever you want.” Rick’s suit nodded, and they headed for the nearest glideway up to the gravity decks. 
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick walked along the third ring main promenade of Karma Station, remembering memories he knew weren’t really his. To him, he’d last been here only a little over a year ago, shortly after leaving Earth aboard Coronado. His first mercenary company, Mickey Finn, had been forced to let him go from their cadre company when work had dried up. Broke and with nowhere to go, he’d signed aboard the free trader Coronado in exchange for passage to Karma.  
 
    Everything had gone fine for the first part of the trip. He’d earned his keep by helping aboard ship in any way possible, including learning to move cargo. They’d visited Mars and the Jovian system of planets before eventually taking the stargate out-system. They visited the 82 Eridani system and traded with New Mecca, then on to Karma. It was upon arriving in Karma that his life went sideways.  
 
    Coronado had been ambushed by pirates. Pushtal—huge felinoids resembling Bengal tigers that were once a merc race like Humans—now mainly made their living doing whatever shit jobs they could find or just stealing stuff. They’d ambushed Coronado just after she’d appeared in Karma’s emergence point as she was coasting toward the station.  
 
    The assault came via stealth. Carefully docking with the nearly unarmed merchant ship, the felines had intended to take the ship by surprise and have their way with the occupants and cargo. Rick had realized what was happening and mounted a one-man defense. He’d defeated the boarding party, only to suffer a horrendous head wound from a laser weapon.  
 
    Captain Holland, Coronado’s master, had Rick treated with medical nanites. They saved his life, but couldn’t fix all the damage. Rick had been left with partial amnesia from the trauma, as well as having lost the ability to feel most emotions. He landed on Karma Station alive, yet missing a big part of who he was.  
 
    From there, he’d signed on with the Winged Hussars as a private in their shipboard marine force. He’d felt a glimmer of happiness through the fog of the injury. Then he’d met Nemo, the Hussars’ Wrogul surgeon, who handled all their pinplant work…and the next thing he remembered was waking up staring at Sato.  
 
    I was dead, he thought as he walked the familiar promenade. He’d spent two weeks on the station. He and Sato had rented a room in the same hotel, as a matter of fact. It catered to Humans and other races with similar biological requirements, which apparently totaled 113 other races. I was killed in a boarding action. Sato had recordings from the other boarding members, relayed back from the CASPers to Pegasus. They’d gone to recover possible intel, but it had been a trap, costing his entire squad their lives. Including my girlfriend.  
 
    The last part was a bigger surprise than finding out he was…what? Not a clone, certainly, not if he understood the process. But he wasn’t the original. “There’s no biological difference between you and the original,” Sato had explained. “No scientific method known could tell the difference.” Rick had been regrown, cell by cell, complements of a semi-sentient plant species known as Bregalad. 
 
    “Nemo has several he uses as sort of assistants in his lab work,” Sato said. “They can manipulate biological matter like a child does building blocks. No, I don’t know how or why, but Nemo used them to make a copy of you.” 
 
    It was Rick’s brain injury, apparently. Sometime later, after Rick had been with the Hussars for a time, he’d gone to Nemo for therapy. The Wrogul could perform what Humans might call psychic surgery. Two of their tentacles could, in essence, reach through flesh and bone to manipulate a body’s internal organs. It was this talent that made the Wrogul the galaxy’s preeminent pinplant doctors. Only Rick had died before Nemo could finish fixing the damage, and Nemo didn’t like leaving things undone. Thus, he’d made a new Rick, a copy taken from a sample extracted during Rick’s pinplant procedure.  
 
    “The Wrogul are exotics,” Sato said. “Exotic species in the galaxy are a minority making up only about 1% of all races. Most are exotics because they have biochemical processes that are completely incompatible with Humans. The Izlians are one. They live at temps around 50 Kelvin, and at a pressure that would kill Humans, not to mention their atmosphere could dissolve our bones. Others are like the Jeha, insect species whose psychologies are so inHuman we can barely work together. Wrogul are both.  
 
    “They might look like cute octopi, but their biochemistry is quite astounding, and they’re completely amoral. Any morality they have, they learned from others. All the Wrogul we know of came from the planet Azure, where a little colony lives side by side with a Human colony. Nemo left a long time ago and apparently didn’t absorb as much humanity as his siblings.”  
 
    Rick didn’t know whether he was grateful to Nemo for resurrecting him, or not. It was good to be alive, there was no doubt; however, his present situation was far from ideal. His brain wasn’t damaged, as it had been at the moment of his ‘sampling,’ but the impression Nemo had taken of Rick’s brain at the time was missing his more recent memories. Rick could feel emotions, but he still had the memory loss.  
 
    “Nemo said it might fall into place; he wouldn’t know without more experimentation. I didn’t think that was a good idea.” Rick had to agree.  
 
    So he wasn’t quite himself as he walked along the promenade, pretending to be interested in the shops. He didn’t have a Yack, so none of the advertisements could key in on him based on past purchases. Instead, he was assailed with random Tri-V projected enticements. A simple scanner could tell there was a Human under the spacesuit, so he was offered everything from cocaine grown on a Human colony, to sexual favors from a robot that was “guaranteed to provide favorable sexual organ stimulation or your credits back!”  
 
    Rick wasn’t interested in having his sexual organ stimulated by a robot, even if it was guaranteed to be favorable. He reached a glideway and took it up to the next higher level, where gravity was a third lighter. The ring was full of commercial offices and light industrial concerns. He rode a conventional elevator up one building and walked to an office entrance. As he approached, it flashed, “Available For Rent! Contact C1199-Karma Beta 2 For Details.”  
 
    “Huh,” he said and stared at the display. Behind the glowing Tri-V he could see where a name had been painted, then removed. “Winged Hussars—Personnel.” Rick ran his hands across the chipped paint. The name had been removed months ago, or longer. He’d been here only weeks previously; he’d sat in a waiting room full of prospective hires, including a pair of overly loud Oogar, and… 
 
    He cocked his head and squinted. Another alien had been there. The memory was like looking through fog. It made his tongue itch. He shook his head and turned away. There was nothing for him here. Rick headed back down to the ring where his hotel was. As he rode the glideway, he berated himself.  
 
    What did you think you would find? Even if the Hussars’ office was still there, you couldn’t just walk in. You’re here for Sato. Despite some of the things his benefactor had said, Rick couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d somehow been rescued from Nemo. He looked down at the spacesuit over his hands, turning them over, then making a fist. With a sigh, he got off the glideway back on the promenade where he’d started—where it had all seemingly started. His journey wasn’t over. Not yet, anyway.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Working out his next step proved more complicated than Sato had expected. He’d harvested nine one-million-credit chits from the lockbox off Citation, a lot more than he’d been expecting. He’d been trying to estimate how much his salary with the Hussars had been, largely without success. He knew it was less than 100,000 a year, and he’d been with the Hussars for 19 years before he’d left. He also knew all the money he’d earned had been deposited on his Yack, which was back in New Warsaw.  
 
    He’d never even considered taking the identity/account card with him. The Winged Hussars’ intelligence network, coupled with the Golden Horde’s information gathering service, was second to none. Sure, they’d completely missed the coming war against the Mercenary Guild, but so had everyone else. He knew they wouldn’t miss him spending credits from that card. So, on his own at Karma Station, with no ID and no electronic assets, his first step was obvious.  
 
    They’d been on the station for four days when Sato decided he couldn’t put it off any longer. Once he’d woken up, had a shower, and had gotten some breakfast from the room’s autochef, he found Rick in his own room of the suite. As usual, Rick was sitting in the only Human-formed chair in the room, apparently asleep or deep in thought.  
 
    “Rick?”  
 
    “Yes, sir?” Rick answered immediately.  
 
    “You don’t have to call me sir. Sato is fine.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Sato sighed. “I have to go out and…do a few things. Will you be okay?”  
 
    “I’m going with you, sir.”  
 
    “That isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is.” Rick stood and went to the room’s sole storage closet. From inside, he took what Sato could only describe as a classic black monk’s robe. He flipped it over his metallic shoulders, settled it into place with a silver clasp around the neck, then put the hood up. When he was done, all that could be seen of him were his armored feet and hands. The face was hidden as well, though a subdued blue glow emanated even in the dim interior hotel lights.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” Sato wondered. He hadn’t given Rick any money yet. In fact, he still only had the nine million-credit chits, which you couldn’t exactly pop into a vending machine.  
 
    “Found it lying around,” Rick said, and one of the blue glowing eyes blinked on and off.  
 
    Sato opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. “Why are you insisting on going along?” 
 
    “Because you’re about to do something illegal.”  
 
    Sato blanched. “What makes you think I’m doing something illegal?” 
 
    “You mean besides your reaction just now? Your body language. Analysis based on your previous behavior and indexed for your racial type suggests a 99% probability you’re about to do something either dangerous or illicit. Since you don’t seem to be the type to randomly risk your life on a space station, I’m left with the latter as my conclusion.”  
 
    “Your pinplants seem to be working just fine,” Sato said peevishly. Rick had nothing more to add. “Fine, come on.” 
 
    Karma Station was many things to many beings. To some, it was a trading hub. Others considered it a good stopping point midway across the galaxy’s Tolo arm. And to still more, it was home to numerous merc pits, places where mercenaries gathered to negotiate contracts, celebrate successes, and sometimes mourn lost comrades. However, where you found mercs doing business, you often found mercs doing shady deals, as well.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Rick asked as they walked. A pair of women in the hotel lobby looked up when Rick and Sato left the lift. They gave Sato a cursory look, but both did a double take at Rick. He wished Rick had stuck with the ill-fitting spacesuit as a disguise; the robe was too damned suspicious.  
 
    “Alexis Cromwell once said that for every legitimate merc guild contract issued, there were three that weren’t legally registered.” 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” 
 
    “Almost nothing in the Union is illegal,” Sato corrected. “Most of the things that are involve rules of war. You can’t nuke people from orbit, no genocide, biological warfare…” 
 
    “Antimatter weapons?”  
 
    Sato cringed slightly. The Keesius-class ship he’d inadvertently activated had turned out to be a massive antimatter bomb designed to crack planets, so he knew the reasons for banning antimatter weapons better than most. He’d actually been working on a reactor… “Yeah, that too. A few others exist, like piracy and such, but there’s no requirement that a merc contract be registered with the Merc Guild. But outside a sanctioned contract, you don’t get certain guarantees.” 
 
    “Like?”  
 
    “Well, there are rules concerning surrender, and even targeting leadership. Sure, I think a lot of those aren’t followed perfectly, but still. The Mercenary Guild acts as a negotiating party between aggressors, as well. I sometimes think it isn’t as important as the Merc Guild claims. A lot of it is more akin to brand loyalty, if you ask me.” I feel the same about other guilds, too. If I could remember why those feelings were so strong, this trip might make more sense.  
 
    “Anyway,” Sato continued, “the lawless element extends to matters of trade, as well. Planets are free to make whatever rules they want, up to and including draconian, state-run religions, and all manner of murderous juntas. You can torture your own citizens all you want.”  
 
    “We studied that sort of thing in school,” Rick said as they maneuvered to the hotel’s main doors.  
 
    A pair of huge purple ursine Oogar flanked the doors, both in combat armor and carrying massive projectile weapons. Sato had noticed a lot more armed guards at establishments than he’d seen the last time he was there. When was it? He couldn’t recall. 
 
    The Oogar glanced at him with tiny black eyes as they exited and pushed through traffic on the promenade adjacent their hotel. There were hundreds of various races, many Sato didn’t recognize, others he did. “One of our own colonies is strictly authoritarian; Talus 211c.” 
 
    “Talus,” Sato said and nodded. “For a while, there was a very prestigious research operation….” 
 
    “Dr. Sato, sir? Doctor? Are you okay?”  
 
    Sato was watching the data scroll through his pinplants, exabytes flowing through him like the spillway on an overfull hydroelectric dam. Even so, he reviewed it all, compared, correlated, and identified what he wanted. The view outside the fifth floor showed the northern edge of the Ember Plains to the south east of the city. To the west glimmered The Great Shallow Sea, where fishing ships danced back and forth across its glittering waters. The university was in an area of Johnstown called Old Town, surrounded by some of the remaining settlement dating back to when the world was held by the Equiri. 
 
    A sound made him freeze between taking one data chip from his pinplant interface and inserting another. “Dr. Watanabe? What are you doing here this late?” The woman stepped from the hallway into the afternoon light coming through the window. “What are you doing in the database?” Her eyes took in the portable reader, as well as the stack of chips. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” he said, raising his weapon and firing.  
 
    “Dr. Sato!” The voice held alarm. 
 
    He felt strong mechanical hands holding him, and his eyes focused again. It was Rick, and he’d pulled Sato off the main promenade and into one of the innumerable little alcoves, which often held a service kiosk, or just a place to sit. This one was unoccupied except for them.  
 
    Sato swallowed and squinted against the now brightly flashing blue eyes of his companion. “I’m fine,” he croaked.  
 
    “The hell you are,” Rick said and lowered Sato onto the bench that circled the alcove perimeter. Sato hadn’t realized Rick was carrying him. “You started spasming and would have fallen if I hadn’t caught you.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Sato said. “I just haven’t been sleeping well.” 
 
    “You don’t sleep at all,” Rick told him. “Whenever I check on you in the middle of the night, you’re just sitting on your bed, staring at the Tri-V environment display, your lips moving without saying anything. I think you’re mumbling Japanese, but I didn’t want to be rude, so I left you.” 
 
    “Not sleeping?” Sato mumbled. He narrowed his eyes and ran the diagnostics on his pinplants. The new ones made from a design that had just appeared in his mind one day were far, far more advanced than the standard Winged Hussars’ pinplants. Those were based on a design dating back to the Great Galactic War, created for some long-gone simian species that had been similar to Humans.  
 
    Standard pinplants sat just above the ear, lined up with the ear canal, on either side or both. Woven into the skull with nano-wires, they provided a good location to access both the temporal lobe, where short term memory resided, as well as the frontal lobe, which tied together many higher brain functions the pinplants augmented. It was connected to other areas, as well, though mainly for the monitoring of auditory input. 
 
    The new design was behind the ear, directly behind the ear canal, and tied directly into the Wernicke’s area, which dealt with written and spoken language. It was linked to the temporal and frontal lobes, too, but had major connections to the hippocampus and anterior cingulate cortex, both areas associated with long term memory in Humans. The new design had made Nemo quite excited, but he’d never explained why. He’d just taken the new pinplant nano-infrastructure Sato had provided and installed it.  
 
    The pinplants said they were fine. Well, that’s good. Next he ran a feature not found in standard pinplants: real-time recall. He could play back exactly what he was seeing, thinking, hearing, even tasting. The playback showed him walking down the promenade, talking with Rick, when he suddenly stopped. Stopped and…nothing. He hadn’t thought about anything.  
 
    The image of the university lab was a fresh echo in his mind’s eye, despite the pinplants not showing the memory. No record meant the memory hadn’t fully formed in his cognitive center. Then where had it come from, and how had it gotten into his consciousness? It had been Talus. He was sure of it. But he’d never been to Talus. Had he? 
 
    Rick was still looking at him with his glowing blue eyes, no doubt analyzing his physical condition. “I’m fine,” he said. “I think it’s the new pinplants.”  
 
    “The ones Nemo installed before you left the Hussars?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said.  
 
    “They’re unusual, from what I understand.”  
 
    You have no idea. Sato stood, steady in the light gravity. “See, no problem.”  
 
    “Okay,” Rick said and gestured to the promenade. “Lead on.”  
 
    As Sato continued, he could feel Rick’s gaze on his back, watching. For the first time, he wondered where his new companion’s loyalties might lie and whether he was grateful for being brought back to life. You’re better off with me than the other copies of you, Sato thought. He’d gotten Nemo to agree not to bring the other clones to life. Only Nemo’s word wasn’t worth the flashes of light it took to convey them. Nemo always did what Nemo wanted to do.  
 
    An image of a Wrogul floated toward him as if out of a dream. He was screaming something.  
 
    Sato shook his head to clear it, then reached up to brush his hair to the side to cover it. Rick didn’t speak, so he must have bought the cover. Trying not to think about much except their destination, Sato led them toward the merc pit district.  
 
    “It’s funny,” Rick said as they passed the gaudily marked facilities.  
 
    “What’s funny?” Sato asked.  
 
    “I was a merc for more than a few years, but I’ve never been to a merc pit. Funny, huh?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Sato said distractedly. He was looking for signs of what must exist near any merc pit, especially in a relatively out of the way place like Karma. Once again, he didn’t know how he knew what to look for; he just did. What he didn’t notice was how many eyes tracked them intently as they passed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rick couldn’t quite figure Sato out. In so many ways, he was as knowledgeable and smart as any of the great scientists from Earth’s past. But he seemed to have the wisdom and street smarts of a 12-year-old boy from Terre Haute on his first visit to the Houston startown. He’s going to get himself killed. 
 
    Not long after Sato’s ‘incident’ on the ring’s promenade, he found what he’d been looking for. It looked to Rick like the door that used to lead into a merc pit or maybe a little restaurant. At some point in the past, there had been a fire. Space stations took fires very seriously, like any spaceship. Fires could devastate a space vessel in ways a terrestrial fire could never do.  
 
    Whatever the cause, some basic repairs had been done, though the storefront had never been reused. Now as he considered it, Rick had noticed a lot of empty storefronts, and not just in the merc pit area. He’d heard there was a small city down on the planet and wondered if it was in relation to an economic issue. Space stations that dealt in trade were usually immune from local economic fluctuations.  
 
    Sato leaned against the wall just down from the burned storefront and seemingly watched the crowds shuffle past. Rick took up a position a short distance away to limit the possibility of anyone noticing them together. His electronically enhanced hearing began to pick up sounds inside, and Rick thought he understood now. What didn’t make sense was how Sato had known to look for something like this. It didn’t fit with his behavior.  
 
    After a short time, an elSha stuck its reptilian head out of the crumbled doorway and looked at Sato with a single independent eye. “What do you want?”  
 
    “Thought we could do some business,” Sato said casually.  
 
    The elSha looked Sato over dubiously. Sato was dressed in a Winged Hussars-style uniform, minus the patches and name tape. Black coveralls weren’t exactly distinctive, but another Human might have noticed the green stripes down the arms and legs. “What do I look like, a data seller?” The elSha had successfully guessed Sato was a tech, or maybe a scientist. Rick instantly upped his estimate of the alien.  
 
    “No, I think you’re someone who can provide forged documents.”  
 
    The elSha jumped slightly, as if Sato had kicked him. Both eyes scanned the busy promenade for any sign someone was watching or listening. “What are you talking about, Human?” 
 
    Sato made a big show of looking over the damaged storefront as if looking for something. “I don’t see any sign of your business, so it’s not legitimate. You chose a former merc pit for your clandestine operation, which means you want mercs noticing. There’s a war underway between the Mercenary Guild and humanity. Do I need to keep going?”  
 
    “No,” the elSha snapped. “Shut up and get inside before a UCX agent spots you.”  
 
    Rick wondered if there was even such a thing as an agent of the Union Credit Exchange. As soon as Sato moved toward the door, Rick followed. The elSha’s eyes instantly locked on him, and the alien reached for a weapon hanging from a harness around his head.  
 
    “He’s with me,” Sato said, just short of the door.  
 
    “Go away,” the elSha snapped, glaring at Rick. Clearly his sense of a setup was being tweaked.  
 
    “Your choice,” Sato said, taking a credit chit from his pocket and flicking it like someone making a heads-or-tails call. The extraordinarily large red diamond caught the subdued light and flashed as it flipped and landed back in his palm. The elSha’s eyes followed the chit like a cat tracks a mouse making its way across the floor. Its tongue darted out, licking one eye.  
 
    Rick didn’t think an elSha could snarl and curse; he was wrong. The alien moved aside to let Sato through. Rick stayed close behind him.  
 
    The interior of the former merc pit looked no better than the outside. The distinct odor of burned plastics hovered in the dark room, lit only by a half dozen portable bioluminescent lights scattered around on equally portable tables. Only two of the tables held occupants. One had a trio of surly-looking feline Pushtal with their heads pushed together.  
 
    Rick immediately felt his anger rising at the sight of the Pushtal. He knew all too well what kind of business they would be involved in. All three stopped talking and looked at the new arrivals as soon as the elSha door keeper let them in. They scarcely gave Sato a look, but both immediately fixed on Rick as the potentially unknown threat. Oh, you pussies have no idea. 
 
    The other table had a seated GenSha and a Kaa. The GenSha resembled a bipedal bison covered in white and green stripes. The Kaa was best described as a huge cobra, with bunches of tentacles for arms, and a reddish strip around the front of its head instead of eyes. They were a rare race in the Union, not commonly seen. Not unlike Humans. 
 
    The GenSha looked up from a slate to examine the new arrivals with beady black eyes. The Kaa may or may not have been watching; it was too hard to tell with them.  
 
    “What do you need?” the elSha asked.  
 
    “Two Yacks,” Sato told him without fanfare.  
 
    “Not asking for much, are you?” the elSha said.  
 
    “Can you do it or not?” Sato asked. 
 
    Rick used his heightened sensory abilities to examine the room in more detail. There was a second door to the rear, which had probably once been the way to reach a kitchen, or maybe an office. For just a second he’d spotted something peeking through the crack between the partially melted door and the frame. It wasn’t enough to tell the species, only that they were being observed. Maybe security? But his EM sensory scan showed no high-tech observation. Everything about this stinks, he thought.  
 
    “Sure, anything is possible,” the elSha said, “if you got the stones.”  
 
    “You want it to just look good or be fully functional?” the GenSha asked, his voice sounding like someone rolling boulders over gravel.  
 
    “You the tech?” Sato asked.  
 
    “We’re a team,” the Kaa said in a low hissing voice like a knife passing through meat.  
 
    “Really?” Sato asked. “Fascinating. I want two functional Yacks, complete with account linkage. How much?”  
 
    Rick tuned out the negotiation part; that really didn’t interest him anyway. Instead, he turned his attention to his surroundings. He could see far beyond visible light now, and deep into the infrared and ultraviolet as well. His hearing likewise went from subsonic up into the high megahertz range. He’d known instinctively how to use all these senses from the moment he’d woken up to see one of Nemo’s big blue cephalopod eyes staring at him.  
 
    Using all his senses, Rick probed the wall next to the door he’d seen someone looking through. With a combination of hearing in the ultrasonic range and infrared, he could detect nine beings in the other room, all seemingly crowded around a table. The sounds were far too muffled and overlapping to tell what they were saying, but none appeared to be watching what was going on near Rick.  
 
    “Half a million each,” the elSha said. “Pay now, come back in two days to pick them up.” 
 
    Rick turned his attention back to Sato, who was shaking his head.  
 
    “A million each,” Rick countered, drawing a low hiss from the Kaa, “but we wait for them here.”  
 
    “We can’t—” the elSha started to say. 
 
    “Fine,” the GenSha interrupted. “Let’s see the chits.” Sato reached into a bag over his shoulder, accessed the metallic case that held their money, and drew out another one-million-credit chit, then held the two up, one in each hand. For further effect, he touched the tiny control on each chit.  
 
    Rick had heard about this feature; an internal illumination within the chit came on, throwing light through the red diamond embedded in the center. He’d never had his hands on a million-credits in any form, let alone a million-credit chit. The light seemed like pure swagger. Whoever at the UCX had decided to include the feature had had a flare for the dramatic. The effect was stunning, throwing little needles of red light in all directions like a chandelier. Every eye in the room stared at the chits. Rick noticed the naked greed in the hungry expressions of the three Pushtal.  
 
    “You must be really desperate,” the Kaa hissed.  
 
    “That’s none of your concern, my friend,” Sato said, then pocketed the chits.  
 
    “Pretty brave of you, wandering into a place like this with a pocket full of credits,” the elSha added.  
 
    “You think so?” Rick asked.  
 
    The elSha turned and saw Rick’s intensely glowing blue eyes staring directly at him. The reptilian might be part of a hardened group of counterfeiters; however, he still took an unconscious step back.  
 
    “You don’t want to anger my friend,” Sato said with a disarming smile.  
 
    “What in entropy is that thing?” Rick heard the Kaa whisper to its GenSha companion.  
 
    “Too small for one of their cursed CASPers. Too small by far. Some kind of bot. Reminds me of images of the old Peacekeeper bots I saw once.”  
 
    With his integral GalNet node, Rick looked up Peacekeepers. He’d thought the GenSha meant to say Peacemaker. Everyone in the galaxy knew what a Peacemaker was, and why you didn’t want to get in their way. No, there was an entry for an entity known as Peacekeeper as well. What he saw somewhat resembled a Goka, the alien race many compared to terrestrial cockroaches. Only cockroaches didn’t carry guns and sharp pointy things hidden in their carapaces. Nor did the earthly insects have laser resistant shells, thank God.  
 
    That was where the resemblance ended, though. The Peacekeeper was clearly a robot, lacking any visible limbs on its bug-shaped torso. It did have multiple laser emitters and apparently tiny built-in ducted fans for flight. The entry in the GalNet was educational as well.  
 
    “Peacekeeper—disambiguation (not referring to Peacemaker)—refers to the autonomous AI-controlled law enforcement bots created and manufactured by the Dusman. In coordination with Raknar, they were used to maintain order on their servitor worlds. They were powered by internal micro-fusion batteries, capable of self-repair and independent operation for years at a time. Often deployed from orbit in drop-pods to quell civil unrest, the Peacekeepers were brutally efficient and tended to employ force indiscriminately, though it is commonly believed they were programmed for specific levels of force and somehow controllable from distant worlds. Billions were in use at the height of the First Republic. No functional units are known to exist, though some are on display at various museums or in private collections.” 
 
    That does sound a little like me, Rick mused dryly. I’d like to see one someday. Had Sato taken elements from the Peacekeepers when working on his new body? Rick could see how the GenSha could draw some comparisons. At the same time, he realized the big furry alien could likely see right through Rick’s cloak. The alien either had an enhancement to his vision or could naturally see in a spectrum that allowed him to see Rick’s metallic details. He checked the GalNet again. Nope, no indication the GenSha could see much outside the visible light range, nearly identical to Humans.  
 
    “Wait over there,” the elSha said to Sato, gesturing at one of the empty tables. The Kaa and GenSha opened a large toolkit and began working. As Rick followed Sato over to the table, he could see with 360-degree vision that the Pushtal followed the pair without appearing to do so. Sato sat in one of the two seats that looked nominally adaptive for Humans. Rick sat in the other, which let out an ominous groan of protest.  
 
    <Mr. Sato, sir?> Rick sent via his pinplants. Most pinplants had the ability to wirelessly communicate between users.  
 
    Sato turned to Rick and appeared to be about to say something, then shook his head before replying the same way, <Yes?>  
 
    <We should leave.> 
 
    <What? Why? We’re going to get what we need; no problem.>  
 
    <Sir, with all due respect, you’ve been concentrating on making a deal, not your surroundings.>   
 
    <Well, it’s an illegal operation. What did you expect?>  
 
    <Not a group of three Pushtal watching us like catnip-filled toys or a back room full of armed mercs.> Sato’s eyes got wider, and he turned toward the back room. <Don’t look, please.> The older man’s head jerked back, making it obvious he’d seen something. Rick sighed. At the same time, half the beings in the back room got up and left.  
 
    He watched with his improved sensors, dedicating most of his attention to the back room as well as the perimeter of the burned-out merc pit. He was keyed and ready to go, half convinced all those who’d just left would rush in through the front door while the rest came in the back. But nothing happened.  
 
    <What should we do?> Sato asked, uncertain now.  
 
    Rick observed for another half minute before replying, <Well, nobody using the operation here is an immediate threat. The Pushtal are a threat, but also not immediate. I guess, since we’re here, you should see if they can deliver. Can you check their work?>  
 
    Sato mentally chuckled. <I could make the Yacks myself if I was back in my lab. The fact is, it would cost me more than the two million to get the equipment. As long as they can produce a passable forgery, we can get something better down the road, especially where we’re going.> 
 
    <Which is where?> 
 
    Sato got a pensive look on his face. <I’m not sure yet.>  
 
    Then how do you know you can make better forgeries later? Not for the first time, Rick wondered if maybe he should quietly leave Sato to his own devices. The immediate feelings of guilt at such a thought embarrassed him. He’d still be a lab rat to an octopus if it weren’t for Sato. No, he had to play this through until the scientist found what he wanted, or at least what he needed. Maybe then Rick could go about finding what he wanted.  
 
    His attention momentarily returned to the GenSha and Kaa working at their apparatus. The Kaa had a tube in one pair of tentacles, holding it to his mouth. What looked like venom was dripping into the tube, which he handed to the GenSha. Rick continued to observe in fascination as the GenSha used a computerized pipet to extract some of the venom and input it into a receptacle on the larger apparatus. Do they use Kaa venom in the creation process? he silently wondered.  
 
    Sato was carefully watching the process now, which of course meant he wasn’t watching anything else. Rick increased his perception of the former merc pit interior, bringing himself to full awareness. He calculated this was the moment of highest risk.  
 
    “We need your biometric signature,” the GenSha grumbled.  
 
    “Sure,” Sato said and produced a data chip. “We’re both on this one.” 
 
    “We prefer live data,” the Kaa complained.  
 
    “I prefer you use the data I’m giving you.”  
 
    One of the Kaa’s tentacles stretched out and scooped the chip from Sato’s hand, holding it up to the alien’s vision strip as if it were reading the device just by looking at it. Despite the being’s lack of facial expressions, Rick felt it was examining the chip suspiciously.  
 
    “I don’t understand your reluctance to provide live data,” the Kaa hissed.  
 
    “Could it have something to do with the fact you’re doing this in a burned out and abandoned facility with hired killers hanging around?” Rick asked. When he was relatively certain both were looking at him, he turned his head toward the three Pushtal, who suddenly stopped talking and looked up at him, realizing they were being addressed.  
 
    “They’re just other customers,” the elSha said. Rick’s translator made the offended tones of the reptilian alien’s voice obvious.  
 
    “Sure, only makes sense. Why wouldn’t they be hanging around? Not like having a trio of heavily armed notorious killers would be a bad sign for any potential customers.”  
 
    “You call us criminals?” one of the Pushtal howled in mock outrage.  
 
    “Being only a criminal would be an improvement,” Rick said with a laugh.  
 
    All three Pushtal made a noise that sounded amazingly like an outraged housecat, which made him grin. Luckily, they couldn’t see his smile, or it might have caused a rapid escalation. As it was, Sato looked at him with some alarm.  
 
    <What are you doing?> Sato asked over their pinplants.  
 
    <Clarifying our situation before it clarifies itself. Sir, let me do my job. You don’t know these lowlifes the way I do.> 
 
    Sato cast a curious/confused look at Rick, but he didn’t say anything more.  
 
    All three Pushtal came to their feet, flexing arm muscles and extending, then retracting hand claws. Good, Rick thought, let’s get this party started. He was a split second from drawing down when the GenSha spoke loudly.  
 
    “Enough,” he bellowed at the Pushtal. “Get out.” 
 
    “But you…” one said.  
 
    “I said get out, now,” the massive bison-like alien said. The last word was bellowed so loudly a light rain of ash fell from the charred ceiling. “Come back in six hours.” 
 
    The Pushtal were clearly confused by this turn of events, which furthered Rick’s conclusions. The biggest of the three gave Rick and Sato one last furtive look, then gave a hacking spit before turning to leave.  
 
    “See you around, fur face,” Rick said with a growl. The Pushtal headed out, hurling curses back, many of which the pinplants didn’t translate.  
 
    The elSha let them out, one eye on the exiting felines and the other on the GenSha.  
 
    The GenSha looked away from the door and at Rick. Rick nodded to the alien, who huffed once and returned his attention to his Kaa partner. The huge snake-like being had slid the data chip into a slate, examining the data. His head came up and pointed at Sato.  
 
    “You said two Yacks; there is data here for three.”  
 
    Sato blinked for a second, then spoke somewhat hesitantly, “I’m sorry, I misspoke. Yes, I need three.”  
 
    “Where is your other person?” the GenSha asked.  
 
    “Why does this matter?” Rick asked in turn, glancing at Sato, who was staring off into space and blinking rapidly. He looked confused and possibly shaken by something. Again Rick wondered how stable Sato really was. The other man had said the idea for a new pinplant design had just occurred to him. Who has a random design simply appear in their minds? Taiki Sato, apparently. “You are being paid.” 
 
    “Three million now,” the elSha said, both eyes focused on Rick. Clearly they were uncertain now who was in charge of the pair.  
 
    “Naturally,” Sato said, and produced another chip for biodata.  
 
    “We also want a million in small chits in exchange for another million chit,” Rick added hastily. The elSha’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  
 
    “Let me see one of those credits,” the elSha said.  
 
    Sato moved to hand him one; Rick intercepted it. He held the chit out to the alien, who took it, but Rick didn’t release it. The elSha tried to take it, but Rick’s hand could exert enough force to bend the metallic coin in half or crush the diamond into powder. The elSha looked up into his cloaked face with its glowing blue eyes and visibly swallowed. His point made, Rick released the chit.  
 
    With a furtive look at Rick, the elSha inserted the chit into a handheld validator, a device made by the Science Guild designed to read the microscopic etching in the red diamond. Like serial numbers on old Earth currency, the etching was a unique identifier proving the diamond was cut and inserted into the chit, thus assuring it was a real one-million-credit chit.  
 
    He’d never seen one, only heard about them. Merchants who routinely took large credit chits always had them, because the red diamonds enclosed in the chit were worth less than the face value. A century ago on Earth, a group of criminals had destroyed thousands of credits in low value chits to extract the diamonds, only to find out they’d gotten hundreds of credits worth of diamonds.  
 
    The device gave a strangely modulated beep, and the chit was returned to Sato. The elSha made no comment, so Rick assumed it had passed muster, as he knew it would. While Rick had little of the time he’d spent in the Winged Hussars, he knew the Horsemen were an upright group and couldn’t imagine the ship’s safes being filled with forged credits.  
 
    The GenSha and Kaa partners worked for just over 10 minutes to complete their tasks, then the reptilian held out three Yacks which, to Rick, looked identical to the one he’d had before…well, before he woke up in a lab.  
 
    Sato accepted the three computer cards, and the elSha came in to hold out his clawed hand.  
 
    “Let’s have the credits.” 
 
    “Once I check the goods,” Sato said. 
 
    “What, you don’t trust us?” the GenSha grumbled.  
 
    “I trust you just as much as you trusted my credits,” Sato said dryly as he took a slate out of his belt carry pouch.  
 
    Touché, Rick thought. Well played. Once again, Sato’s ability and savviness in the situation sent mixed signals. He hadn’t noticed the danger of the Pushtal but was astute enough to realize he needed to verify the fake IDs. In some ways, it made his job as the rogue scientist’s bodyguard more difficult, because he didn’t know at any time how capable his companion might be. Rick had already decided Sato would be less than useless in a fight.  
 
    Sato checked the three Yacks, one after the other, with his slate. Rick guessed Sato had some sort of verification software he was using to evaluate the Yacks. When the scientist inserted the last of the three, he paused, staring at the screen.  
 
    “What?” the GenSha demanded as Sato continued to stare. “They’re perfect, I assure you.” 
 
    “They aren’t perfect. However, they’re serviceable,” Sato said, finally coming out of his reverie and removing the last card. “Everything seems to be in order.” The elSha again held out a hand, and Sato placed three one-million-credit chits in his hand, then after glancing at Rick, added a fourth.  
 
    “We should charge you a changing fee,” the alien said as he went to a heavy case mounted to a wall and opened it.  
 
    “We paid double your asking price for a simple rush job,” Rick pointed out.  
 
    “Simple?” the Kaa hissed.  
 
    “Consider it a small concession,” Rick finished, not deigning to acknowledge the Kaa’s comment. The elSha returned and began counting out piles of chits on the table where the Kaa and GenSha had worked. The GenSha was already doing something else; the Kaa might have been watching the transaction. Since they lacked normal eyes, Rick had no idea.  
 
    The one-million-credit chit was broken into a considerable pile of smaller denominations, ranging from a single 100,000 credit chit, down to a formidable pile of 100s, and everything in between. Sato quickly made them disappear into the same bag he’d had the rest of the big value chits in.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said and turned to leave.  
 
    “If you’re caught with those, you better not finger us,” the Kaa warned.  
 
    It doesn’t have fingers, Rick thought with amusement. “Or what?” he asked. “You think what you’d do to us is any worse than what the Peacemaker Guild Enforcers would do?”  
 
    The GenSha gave a single, grumbling chuckle, sounding a little like a rock rolling onto one side, proving he’d been listening. The Kaa hissed something that didn’t translate and went back to his work. They were ushered out by the elSha.  
 
    “Thanks for the credits,” he said. Sato nodded and moved out of the alley into the promenade.  
 
    “See you around,” Rick said, spearing the little reptilian with his brightly glowing blue gaze. The elSha’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he slammed the door.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Sato’s mind was anywhere except the present. If he’d been in a better mindset, he would have realized how bad an idea this was. Thanks to thinking things through, they now had reasonably usable identification, and thanks to Rick’s on-the-spot work, they also had some small denomination credits. The latter was something he’d overlooked. Taking a Rick was a good idea after all. 
 
    The parts of his mind centered on mundane matters guided his feet as they moved out of the alleys off Karma Station’s promenade and back into a more populous area. He didn’t keep an eye on Rick because he was confident his companion knew his role in their relationship. 
 
    When he turned off the promenade, there was a short tunnel to reach their hotel. Since Humans only made up a fraction of a percent of Karma’s business, it meant hotels, restaurants, and bars catering to their species were rare, and often out of the way. This was no exception.  
 
    “Hey, rich Human.”  
 
    Sato almost walked right into the hulking alien. He came to a sudden stop and backed up a step before he realized it hadn’t been one of the two huge aliens who’d spoken, but the short one between them. An elSha. In fact, the elSha who’d handled the door where he’d gotten the fake IDs.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded.  
 
    “I have these two friends who need some money,” the elSha said. “And I was thinking, hey, I know a rich Human who will be happy to help.” 
 
    “Yeah, help us, rich Human.”  
 
    Sato looked up for the first time at the other aliens, both half a meter taller than him, vaguely lupine in appearance, with sharp facial features, and more teeth than any being had a right to. “Besquith,” he said.  
 
    “Nice of you to notice,” the other one said.  
 
    “Rick,” Sato said and half turned. Nobody was there. “Rick?”  
 
    “Your weird friend is not there,” the elSha said.  
 
    “Just let me past,” Sato said, trying to sound tough. 
 
    “What?” one of the Besquith said. “You don’t want to help us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the other said. “We’re down on our luck, and a few million credits should fix it.”  
 
    “A few million,” Sato said and laughed out loud.  
 
    “You don’t want to help us?”  
 
    Sato started to say something, but it died in his throat. It felt like a curtain began to descend over his eyes, one that blocked him off as a willing participant. Words came out, they just weren’t the ones he’d planned to say.  
 
    He looked at the elSha and spoke with a snarl. “Why don’t you take your two pets for a walk before someone gets hurt.”  
 
    The elSha took a step back in confusion. The Besquith took it more personally. “What did you say, you filthy little monkey?”  
 
    “We should rip your head off and—” 
 
    “Why don’t you try it, Efko-uf?” 
 
    The elSha’s translator didn’t render the phrase immediately, because it was working from Sato speaking English. Suddenly switching to Besquith caught the computerized device off balance. So the elSha was confused when his two partners roared in anger and attacked without apparent justification. Straight up murder hadn’t been part of the plan. At least, not until whatever Sato had said had changed the plan. 
 
    The curtain over his perceptions lifted, and he gasped. Rick was there, holding the shredded remnant of a spine in one hand, and drenched in blood. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mr. Sato?”  
 
    “Fine?” Sato answered, looking down at the…what, puddle of guts and gore? “Holy shit,” he said. “Where were you?”  
 
    “I picked up our elSha friend here,” Rick held out the elSha by its tail. “He was moving quickly to get ahead of us. I knew he wouldn’t be alone, so I slipped away to see what they were up to.” He shrugged. “Took me a second.” 
 
    “How did you track the elSha?” 
 
    Rick held up one bloody armored hand. “Trackers? You created them.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sato said, “right.” He’d invented a low-level radioactive tracker based on nanites, capable of being dispersed with minimal chance of detection. It was one of a thousand little projects he’d undertaken that had never quite made it to the level of being delivered to Alexis. He barely remembered building it into the Æsir.  
 
    “Come on, we need to get out of here,” Rick said, offering a blood- and gore-covered hand. Sato’s eyes went wide, and he took an unconscious step backward. “Oh,” Rick said. “Sorry.” He looked around and opened a panel, pulling out a hose. He easily snapped it from its fitting, and water began spraying. Rick used it to wash himself clean of the mess.  
 
    “Do you mind?” the elSha asked.  
 
    Sato gasped, unaware the alien was still alive. “What are you going to do with him?” 
 
    Rick finished his cleaning job and somehow turned off the water hose, stuffing it back into the panel he’d pulled it from and closing the door. “I haven’t decided,” he said, looking at the dangling elSha. “What about you? Was this part of the plan your Kaa and GecSha partners had?” 
 
    “I just work for them,” the elSha admitted. “Those morons didn’t know anything about this. If they bothered to cut me in for a decent—” Whack! Rick hit the elSha in the back of the head with his other hand, and the alien fell limp.  
 
    “You kill him?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Not likely,” Rick admitted, lifting the body to look closer. “He’s still breathing.” Rick walked to the edge of the promenade and sat the elSha to the side, propping him up like he was just chilling. Rick patted him on the head and returned to Sato, who was still staring at the deceased Besquith.  “We better leave before security shows up.”  
 
    “Okay,” Sato said and gingerly stepped through the watered down gore, following Rick toward the hotel. “I do have a question,” he said.  
 
    “Yes, sir?”  
 
    “Why didn’t you just use your gun?”  
 
    The armor shrugged under the wet, blood-stained robes. “I forgot.”  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in their little hotel room, Rick used the ‘shower’ included to give himself a more thorough cleaning. He had bits of Besquith everywhere. The armor was completely sealed, of course, but he still wanted to make sure no slivers of bone or teeth worked their way into a joint.  
 
    Of course he’d been untruthful with Sato. He hadn’t used any of his weapons because he simply hadn’t needed to. The pair of Besquith only had blades and a small laser pistol each. Their natural weapons, claws and teeth that could rend the metallic skin of a CASPer, were no threat to him. He’d been happy to work his annoyance out on the pair.  
 
    I tried to warn him, Rick thought as he used a micro-pick from his built-in toolkit to get a bit of bone out of an elbow seal. I knew one of those shifty fuckers would start something. He briefly popped his helmet to check the seal and frowned at his visage. So familiar, and so alien at the same time. He buttoned it back up as quickly as he could.  
 
    Sato was sitting on the bed with their newly acquired counterfeit identification credentials spread out and a pair of slates, busily working on something. He seemed no worse for wear at almost ending up as a Besquith snack. When Rick had come up behind the Besquith, he’d expected to find Sato cowering in fear. Instead, he’d found the little guy actually threatening the beasts! To put paid to it, he’d called them “Efko-uf,” which in Besquith meant an abandoned pup nobody wanted, raised clanless. The lowest of the low in the aliens’ society.  
 
    Can’t imagine why they went apeshit.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Sato asked without looking up from his slates.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rick replied. A notification had been flashing in his pinplants. “I need to recharge.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” Sato pointed. “There’s a Union Standard medium-flow powerport there. Be sure to set recharge rate 3 so you don’t blow out their circuits, okay?”  
 
    “Understood, sir,” Rick said, and plugged into the indicated power. A few seconds later, the armor was charging. He looked back at what Sato was doing and saw various starmaps being displayed. “May I ask what you’re doing, sir?”  
 
    “Trying to decide on our next destination,” Sato replied and turned on one of the slates’ built in Tri-V, causing their sector of the galaxy to spring into a bright 3D rendering. Rick could see he had several destinations highlighted.  
 
    “Earth?” Rick asked and pointed. “I had the feeling your goals were more far reaching than back home.” 
 
    “You know, you’d be right.” Sato stared at the display, waiting, as if it would have something to say. “Only we need to go to Earth first.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I wish I knew.” 
 
    Rick observed Sato, who appeared no different. Earth, he thought. He didn’t think he’d been to Earth since he’d left. Reviewing his personnel file confirmed the thought. Once he’d signed on with the Winged Hussars, he’d traveled for several missions, but never to Earth. Still, he didn’t know if he really wanted to go. He briefly considered waiting on Karma before remembering two things.  
 
    One, Earth was at war with the Mercenary Guild, for reasons he didn’t understand. He knew it would be a waste of time to ask Sato, so he’d been reading articles on the GalNet. Unfortunately they were mostly propaganda pieces, so there wasn’t much to glean. Either way, if he couldn’t trust Sato to make it back to their hotel without getting mugged, there was no way the scientist could travel to a war zone without being arrested. If they found out his real identity, it was certain he’d be imprisoned as a valuable member of the Winged Hussars.  
 
    Two, he wanted to go. The realization was a little surprising. He glanced at his armored hand and wondered what his mother would think. She’d probably gotten a death notice from the Mercenary Guild months ago, along with quite a few credits.  
 
    Still, he owed her a chance to explain, and to see him again. Don’t I?  
 
    “Pack up tonight,” Sato said as he finished and put his slates away. “We’ll find a way to get to Earth tomorrow. Shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    “True, sir. It’s not like there’s a war.”  
 
    Sato glanced at him and frowned. He picked up the case he was keeping the credits in and shook it. “This should make it possible.” 
 
    “And you can do me a big favor by not flashing them around.” Sato opened his mouth to complain. “The more thieves and various lowlifes I have to chop up, the less likely we’ll get wherever you want to go.”  
 
    “You have a point,” Sato admitted.  
 
    “Good. Can I have some credits, too, please, sir?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sato said, then opened the little case, fished out a handful, and handed them to him. He didn’t even look at the denominations.  
 
    With Rick’s improved visual and recognition capabilities, he knew he’d been handed 229,000 credits. It was so much because Sato had given him the 100,000 credit chit. Rick retrieved the high denomination one and handed it back. He hefted the remainder. “This is more than enough. Thank you, sir.”  
 
    Sato examined the large denomination chit and nodded, adding it to the five remaining million-credit chits. “I’m going to get some rest; you should too.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Rick stored the 129,000 credits in one of his many little storage areas. They fit almost perfectly in the one on his left forearm. “Good night.” 
 
    Sato went over to the sleeping platform and made an improvised bed from the printed sheets provided, which would be recycled after they left. In minutes, he was quietly snoring. Rick watched him for a short time, then set his detection systems on medium—he didn’t want to be woken by some little vermin crawling around, or a servicebot—and shut off all external input. Utter darkness and silence enveloped him.  
 
    It’s not the same, he thought and found some music to listen to. All the media files from the Winged Hussars were saved in his datalogs. Something made him pick a group called Led Zeppelin, dating back more than a century. The track was called Immigrant Song. The tones made him feel nostalgic, though he couldn’t remember ever hearing it before. He had a fleeting memory of an overweight boy sitting in a chair with a piece of pizza in one hand, singing along. It was gone as fast as it had come.  
 
    Rick drifted off, trying to recall who it was and remembering the taste of pizza. Ok, Earth would be fun.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    He woke early. A no-shit Earth fly had crawled across one of his acoustic sensors, sounding like five people were breaking down the door. He had his gun in hand in a fraction of a second and aimed before he realized what had happened and replaced the gun. 
 
    “Hello, my Terrestrial friend,” he said. It was a common housefly; his scanner and computer confirmed it. “I wonder how many worlds we’ve dropped your kind off on?”  
 
    “A lot,” Sato said, yawning. “Same with cockroaches and rats.” 
 
    “That’s kind of disturbing,” Rick said.  
 
    “You need to look into how many battles against alien invasive species we’re fighting on Earth. We’ve gotten some help from the Science Guild…” Sato blinked and seemed to lock up. 
 
    “Mr. Sato, are you okay?” He remained—what, locked? Frozen? He stayed in that condition for over ten seconds before he blinked and looked up at Rick.  
 
    “Well, come on, we need to get down to the ship hangars.”  
 
    “Are you okay?” Rick asked, genuinely concerned.  
 
    “Yeah, why do you ask?” Sato was up, carefully packing his slates and other gear. He seemed to always have a place for everything. As a merc, Rick admired the trait. In cadre, if you weren’t a natural organizer, they’d beat it into you.  
 
    “Nothing,” Rick said, but started a file in his pinplants. Sato Weirdness, he labeled it, and placed the recording of what he’d just seen in it. Then he went back and added the incident against the Besquith, and even earlier, when they were getting the counterfeit Yacks. 
 
    Rick finished getting their modest gear packed up then left behind Sato, falling into his guardian mode. As they moved toward the glideways, he did his own research on alien life invading a member planet. Turned out it was your job to keep invasive species off your own planet. Dumping nasty critters on someone else’s world could fall under the genocide rule, and that would involve the Peacemakers, so nobody did it. At least not in a way they could get caught.  
 
    What Sato had mentioned before he brain locked was a Science Guild program known as Purity. With their help, you could purchase, at cost, bots whose only purpose was to hunt down and kill invasive species. Everything from small insects to large animals, and even plants. Even with the help, though, a detailed eradication program could cost millions of credits. In the case of Earth, the planet was so darned favorable to life, it was nearly impossible.  
 
    Purity had gotten rid of a couple of bacteria that had threatened to collapse the plankton life cycle, which would have been bad. They did so early after first contact, and for free, which was weird in and of itself. Afterwards, humanity had used the program nine times, and had wanted to do so in six other cases, but lacked the funds. Earth reported 20 active alien infestations, but had chosen to ignore 14 of them. One, it turned out, rather liked terrestrial mosquitoes. Rick grinned and shook his head. There was always a bigger bug.  
 
    He was still somewhat surprised he’d never read about it. Then he remembered what the Earth Republic was like. Free flow of information wasn’t really their thing, which was why there wasn’t a GalNet node in every library. Instead, Earth suffered along with their own homegrown Aethernet, which was a pathetic echo of the GalNet. Great way to keep some things out of the public eye, too, he guessed. 
 
    They reached the zero-gravity hub and headed toward the area where ships could be hired. Now that they were in an area that was patrolled more regularly, Rick could ease up a bit. With the massive population of Karma Station, they largely left basic law enforcement to private concerns. However, the station employed over a thousand four-armed Lumar, contracted as a sort of garrison. They mainly concentrated on merchant operations, offices, and the ship docking bays. That was where the most money was located, of course. Having a ship’s captain get mugged right after arriving would give your station a bad rep, and with another dozen trading stations within single-jump range, Karma needed to keep a good rep.  
 
    Within the business area of the hub, all manner of races worked at terminals or with station personnel. They were arranging various repairs, purchasing consumables, and occasionally getting ship upgrades. The aliens Sato was looking for hadn’t come looking for goods or services; they were offering them.  
 
    Rick waited to the side, floating away from Sato as the scientist found a group of ships’ captains apparently discussing business. As the scientist moved between the groups, Rick kept his senses open, observing the goings-on in the cylindrical space. In particular, a MinSha crew was pointing at Sato and speaking to each other.  
 
    The nature of the MinSha language worked in the aliens’ favor. Mostly scratches of their mandibles accented with minor vocalizations, they were extremely adept at sotto voce communications, and Rick couldn’t read what they were saying. Considering the history between Humans and MinSha, and the near complete lack of fellow Humans on Karma Station, it wasn’t a good thing. Couldn’t be.  
 
    Great, he thought and stayed where he was. A quick assessment showed 147 individual beings within the space they occupied. Most weren’t merc races; however 31 were. Besides the four MinSha, there was a group of 10 Goka, another race less than friendly to Humans, as well as three Besquith, a pair of Oogar, and the rest were random pairings. More than enough heavily armed mercs, many hostile to Humans, for this situation to turn to shit in a fraction of a second.  
 
    <Mr. Sato,> he sent through their pinplants.  
 
    <What’s up?> 
 
    <You’re drawing unwanted attention, sir.> 
 
    <I’m just trying to hire a ship.> 
 
    <Perhaps, but you may have noticed there are almost no Humans around, and we’re at war with the Mercenary Guild. For now, let’s leave.> Sato started to complain, but Rick cut him off. <Just give me a few minutes to find out our status? Something I probably should have done when we arrived.> 
 
    <Very well,> Sato agreed, and pushed away to intercept Rick. Sato floated out of the compartment with more than a few eyes on him, while Rick followed backwards, glowing blue eyes tracking everywhere at once. He was all but certain the only thing that kept them alive was fear of collateral damage. 
 
    Outside, they found a side passage holding several public-use slates built into the structure. An elSha and a Jeha were chattering at each other as they accessed a terminal, neither taking note of Rick and Sato’s appearance. Once clear, Rick used his pinplants to access the station’s GalNet for more info on Earth’s current status.  
 
    As he’d feared, it had worsened. The Hussars’ fleet had been defeated, and the survivors had fled the system. Jim Cartwright’s Raknars had surrendered. It looked like General Peepo had been completely victorious.  
 
    “Going to Earth might no longer be an option,” Rick said to Sato quietly.  
 
    “Why is that?” After Rick had explained, Sato nodded a couple times then spoke. “It hasn’t altered the necessity.” 
 
    “Did you hear me, sir?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Any attempt to go in-system will likely get us arrested. Arrested at best, is more like it.” 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    Rick spun, caught off guard and immediately afraid one of the many races adversarial toward Humans had followed them. Instead he found two giant flies, both holding their manipulator hands in front of their massive, multi-faceted eyes.  
 
    “Don’t kill us!” the bigger of the two Athal said.  
 
    “What do you want?” Rick demanded, not replacing his weapon. The Athal were known for having no known hint of ethics. They were most often found as traders and key members of the Wathayat Syndicate, where they wielded a disproportionate amount of power for such a relatively weak race.  
 
    “K-ka,” the one who spoke indicated the other bug, “overheard that you wanted transport off Karma. Did you escape?”  
 
    “Escape what?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Earth, or one of your colonies.”  
 
    “No, we want to go to Earth,” Sato said before Rick could stop him. He cringed inwardly and wondered what their response would be.  
 
    “This is not logical,” the one named K-ka said. “Why would you want to go to an occupied world? You are a mercenary race, and the Mercenary Guild has occupied your world.” 
 
    “Yes, we still want to go to Earth,” Sato said. “Do you have a ship?” 
 
    “We not only have a ship, but we have a contract to deliver goods to Earth.”  
 
    Sato reached into his bag and slowly drew out a 100,000 credit chit. “Interested in some extra cargo?”  
 
    Rick didn’t know the body language of the Athal. By the agitated way their feelers moved and mouth parts squirmed, he didn’t think he needed a lesson to be sure these two bugs were quite interested.  
 
    “That worked out better than I expected,” Rick admitted as they floated away from the encounter. The Athal had agreed to 200,000 for both of them and their personal gear. They’d paid the aliens 50,000 credits up front, though they’d wanted it all. They’d get another 50,000 once the pair boarded their craft, and the final 100,000 upon landfall on Earth. 
 
    “Athal are greedy,” Sato said in his occasional confident voice. It was part of the man’s demeanor Rick hadn’t yet figured out. Most of the time Sato seemed lost—a fish out of water, as it were. But occasionally he was as confident as a salty marine master sergeant on his 100th HALD. At least thus far, the confidence hadn’t been misplaced. Rick had a feeling, sooner or later, it wouldn’t work out. 
 
    “The limitation they put on our personal goods means we can’t take the smuggling module,” Rick said.  
 
    “True,” Sato agreed. “I have some tools and equipment we need, though. Better go get it now.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Rick agreed. “Now that we have these,” he held up his Yack, “it won’t be as difficult to get to the module. Even so, better let me.”  
 
    For a change, Sato didn’t complain. Instead he carefully detailed each piece of equipment Rick would need to retrieve, where it was stored, then gave him a key sequence to enter into the smuggling module’s integrated computer.  
 
    “The code will initiate a scrubbing sequence,” Sato told him. “Fifteen minutes after you enter it, the computer will burn itself out, destroying all data stored there and purging all systems, including releasing low level plasma, which will remove any biological evidence. When the port bots eventually find it and investigate, it will clearly be a smuggling module, but they’ll have no way of knowing what was inside, or who moved it there.” 
 
    “Pretty slick,” Rick noted.  
 
    “Should be; I designed it.”  
 
    They found a place for Sato to wait a short distance from the docking area. It was a tiny space with programmable life support intended as a location for aliens to be in a safe environment. For five credits, Sato had an hour in a safe place where nobody could observe him.  
 
    “You have the compact laser pistol?” Rick asked. Sato nodded and patted the holstered weapon under his uniform jacket. “Good. You won’t need it, but better safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Sato agreed. “See you in a few minutes.”  
 
    Rick closed the door on the isolation module, gave the area a final sweep with his sensors to be sure nobody was skulking nearby, then floated toward the cargo docks.  
 
    A bored Lumar was manning the security check station. When Rick came up, the alien held out a hand, and Rick passed him his fraudulent Yack. The Lumar stuffed it into a slate, which beeped, and he handed it back. “Next.” Rick passed into the cargo area.  
 
    He shook his head as he floated down the corridor, retracing the path from when they’d first arrived. He passed a few aliens going about their business. Some looked at him curiously; most just ignored him. There were more than a hundred roughly Human-shaped aliens in the Galactic Union. Covered by the robes he’d found lying in an alley on their first day, there was scarce evidence to suggest he was an actual Human. Of course, he did nothing to dissuade them from the idea.  
 
    As soon as he reached the warehouse where their module was stored, he immediately entered and quickly located it. <I’m at the module,> he sent to Sato via their pinplants.  
 
    <Remember, you only get two tries at the access code before everything melts down.> Then he proceeded to repeat the code several times.  
 
    <I got it, sir. I got it.> Sato stopped talking, and Rick entered the code on the hidden lock. It immediately released and slid open. As soon as he had his head inside, Rick knew something was wrong. Bits and pieces of equipment floated out, and his sensors picked up ozone. He activated one of his arm lasers and held the safety.  
 
    “Whoever you are, don’t move,” he said, his voice amplified by the armor’s external speakers. Instead of a voice, a wash of strange colors flowed from roughly the center. They were both pleasing, and familiar. “Nemo?” 
 
    Rick used one of his low-power arm lasers as illumination, bathing the container interior with pure light. The creature looked just like Nemo, only about 1/8th the size. It was using multiple arms to take apart one of Sato’s apparatus, and a big blob of water undulated in the microgravity, leading to a now open case in the farthest corner of the module. One of its big blue eyes regarded him. 
 
    “You’re not Nemo,” Rick said. “Who are you?” 
 
    This time he was looking directly at the Wrogul as it flashed complicated patterns of light in its language. His pinplants’ translator rendered it into English.  
 
    “I was Nemo. I am Nemo’s bud. Hello, Rick, where is Sato?”  
 
    Rick sighed as the Wrogul let out a spurt of water and sailed across the module to land on his shoulder. Once there, it gave off gorgeous blueish-green scintillating light rays, which his translator said was ‘happy humming.’ Rick checked his database, and saw that the Wrogul reproduced via budding, and that the ‘new Wrogul’ was born with all the memories of those before them. Eventually the bud would generate its own name, and its personality would diverge.  
 
    Rick sighed. <Sato, sir, we have a…complication.>  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stuffing the—what, baby?—Wrogul into a case big enough to both hold it and the water inside proved difficult. Sato was struck speechless by the development, something that seemed to be a rare occurrence with the scientist. So he was of no help. Rick insisted Sato stay put, and he’d handle the issue himself.  
 
    The baby was happy to hang onto Rick’s shoulder and watch as he gathered all the gear Sato had asked for. Naturally, one of the items, a complex and portable materials analyzer, had been disassembled by the baby. He left the remains. Once he had a duffel full of the remaining gear, he turned his full attention to the new member of their team.  
 
    “You need water to breathe, right?” A little section of his armor was capable of both thermal and optical emission, so he would be able to communicate with nearly every race in the Union. It was a good thing, too, or he’d only be able to listen to the baby Wrogul, and not reply. 
 
    “Yes,” was the simple reply.  
 
    “But you’re not in water now?”  
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    Rick sighed. Nemo was, if anything, garrulous compared to the new version. It reminded him of talking with a Jeha. “How are you breathing, and how long can you be out of water?” 
 
    “I hold highly oxygenated water in my mantle; it acts as a reserve for breathing. Depending on the type of water, an hour is possible. My skin can last longer if I am able to prepare. As I mature, the time will diminish due to the increased surface area of my skin.”  
 
    “Oh,” Rick said. There were painfully few details on the Wrogul in the GalNet. In fact, they seemed to have only one colony; Azure, which they shared with Humans, just as Sato had said. Interesting.  
 
    Rick examined the case the baby had traveled in. It was pretty simple, with its own power supply and everything. It appeared to be scratch built, and probably was. To think the little bugger had ridden with them all the way from New Warsaw, and they hadn’t even had a clue. Sato was a perfect example of the absent-minded professor. You’d think he’d spot something the size of a miniature refrigerator in the module, especially if he hadn’t put it in there himself!  
 
    “Does that still work?” he asked the baby, pointing at the module it had stowed away inside.  
 
    “Yes. As long as there is an atmosphere outside, it can operate for years. Though it will run out of power and food for me within six months.” 
 
    “Good enough, would you get back inside?”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Rick sighed again, a quickly developing habit. “Because we need to meet Sato, and having a Wrogul on my shoulder might draw unwanted attention.” It regarded him with big blue eyes. “Please get in?”  
 
    “Oh, sure.” With another phuuuut of expelled air, the baby flew over to and into the container. Then, amazingly, it seemed to vacuum up the water it had expelled back inside, then the door closed.  
 
    “Okay, then,” Rick said, and investigated how to release the container. It turned out to be held in place by a pair of plastic zip ties. He easily cut them and maneuvered the baby’s container out. It wasn’t very big, but with a huge duffel bag and shepherding a mini-fridge, he was considerably more out of place.  
 
    When he reached the exit, the Lumar who’d checked his counterfeit Yack looked up from his slate, then did a double take. “Hey, you authorized to take stuff?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rick said. “Just retrieving this for Wathayat.” 
 
    “Oh, you work Wathayat? They big money syndicate. You like?”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a good job.” 
 
    “Maybe you mention me?” The Lumar took out his own Yack, touched it to his slate, and pointed the device at Rick.  
 
    Rick held out an armored hand, palm down, and it flashed green. The Lumar looked even more amazed.  
 
    “Built in slate? How that work?” 
 
    “It’s a secret.”  
 
    “Oh, sure. Kooba keep secrets real good.” He crossed all four arms and winked at Rick in the most over-exaggerated way possible. Rick couldn’t wink back, so he just nodded and pushed away down the hall. The Lumar watched him for a time, then went back to his slate.  
 
    “They just aren’t very smart,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    Rick took the case and duffel to the ship they’d hired, then retrieved Sato, whom he found in the privacy chamber, floating in lotus position, eyes closed. “Mr. Sato?”  
 
    Sato’s eyes opened. They were so dilated it looked like he didn’t have irises. Rick moved back fractionally, completely caught off guard.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s stupid keeping me in this thing,” Sato growled, annoyed at being treated like a liability. If it hadn’t been for him, Rick would be one of a dozen samples in a jar back in Nemo’s lab. Yeah, sure, Rick’s life had been irrevocably changed. Death had a way of doing that. He wasn’t what he’d been—he was much, much more. A fucking juggernaut. And he treats me like a helpless child.  
 
    He floated and used his pinplants, accessing the GalNet to gather as much intel on Earth as possible. The Athal had a point; going to Earth seemed like a bad decision. Only…something in him insisted they go. It was an itch he couldn’t scratch. A compulsion he couldn’t ignore.  
 
    <Sato, sir, we have a…complication.> 
 
    <What’s going on?> 
 
    <Nemo left you a little present.> 
 
    <Tell me it isn’t a Bregalad?> 
 
    Rick gave a little halfhearted laugh. <We should be so lucky. No, it’s a baby Nemo. A bud?> 
 
    Son of a bitch! Sato silently cursed. Nemo had never budded in all the years they’d known each other. Why now? Because Sato had been leaving, and the damned Wrogul knew what it was doing! Fuck, fuck, fuck!  
 
    Rick was asking for guidance, but Sato had none to offer. After a minute, Rick stopped talking, and Sato was left alone, fuming. His mind was a hurricane of thoughts and angles. I need to calm down, he thought, then reached out and turned off the light, plunging himself into absolute, all-consuming darkness.  
 
    It didn’t work. If anything, his thoughts spun even faster. After a second, he gasped and reached for the switch. It was utterly dark, and he was now spinning. He had no idea where the switch was. No, he whimpered, and felt himself falling into a black hole of thoughts and memories, plunging past the event horizon. 
 
    He fell though levels of hell, feeling like Dante. He was a starship departing as he screamed and reached out, as if he could stop it.  
 
    He held a woman in his arms, vainly attempting to stop the flow of bright red arterial blood from a gaping chest wound. “Ichika, no!” he screamed over and over.  
 
    “Do your duty, Proctor.” He looked down at the detonator in his hand. Slowly his thumb pushed down on the button until it went click, while tears poured from his eyes.  
 
    He was being escorted into a medical lab with a single chair. A mobile water tank rolled into view, flashing pleasing lights. “Hello, I am Nemo, and I will be taking care of you.”  
 
    “You disappoint me,” a voice echoed from all around him. He struggled against the restraints, with no success. Metallic probes came out of the chair and connected to his pinplants. “Now learn the price of failure.” His being exploded in unimaginable agony, shattering his self into a million parts.  
 
    “No,” Sato gasped, fighting it.  
 
    He was lying in a gutter, covered in filth, as rain pelted his face. It was all he could do to breathe and remember his name. Taiki Sato. It was all he had. A mechanical whirring made him turn his head to see a big, startling blue eye looking at him. The eye was attached to an aquatic species with tentacles. What are they called? The being floated inside a fish tank on treads. It blinked once, and robotic manipulators reached for him. Sato had no ability to resist.  
 
    Slowly, from deep in his psyche, Sato found his center, and his mind slowed. A million images still collided and swirled in his brain, but ever so slowly he began to regain his center.  
 
    A new, yet familiar, voice echoed deep into his consciousness, and Sato opened his eyes. Rick floated a meter outside the chamber, staring at him with glowing blue eyes. “Are you okay, sir?”  
 
    “Fine,” Sato replied, his voice raspy. Had he been screaming? The memories were already fading, like dreams come the dawn. He looked past Rick to the case floating just behind him. “Is that the bud?”  
 
    “Yes,” Rick said, shaking his head. “The bugger is friendly, at least.”  
 
    “It should be identical to Nemo, at least for a while.” Sato checked his pinplants’ clock. “We better get moving.” 
 
    A short time later, the two arrived at the docks. It didn’t require long to find their specific ship, even though there were currently 14 free traders docked, either looking for work or transferring goods. The ship they were looking for was Tu-Plik, a free trader licensed through the Wathayat Syndicate. As they floated down the increasingly crowded companionway, an Athal wearing an equipment harness at the ship’s access hatch turned to regard them with compound eyes.  
 
    “You are the passengers Captain Ullp mentioned?”  
 
    “Yes,” Rick said. 
 
    “Yack?” the guard asked.  
 
    “Cash,” he replied and let five 10,000 credit chits float from his hand. You couldn’t see exactly where a fly was looking, because of the design of their eyes, but a hand reached out and deftly scooped the five chits from the air.  
 
    “Welcome aboard Tu-Plik,” the Athal said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the second trip Rick had taken on a free trader, though the first on an alien version. When he first left Earth, he’d signed on Coronado under Captain Holland. The ship was one of the very first ever made by Humans, a Comal-class tramp freighter. Really just a free trader, but Humans always had to do things their own way, so they called it a tramp freighter.  
 
    Coronado, as the first Human designed and built starship, had reminded Rick of a poorly assembled kid’s toy. It didn’t quite look right. Later classes were better, of course. However, despite improvements, ultimately all the Human ship manufacturers went out of business, leaving customers to buy alien made ships. Tu-Plik showed why.  
 
    The ship was smoothly manufactured, efficient, and worked perfectly. Despite being the size of a small cruiser, it had a crew of only 23, including the captain and his mate. Coronado had nearly the same size crew for a ship maybe half the size.  
 
    They were given a single stateroom measuring 3 by 5 by 10 meters. About 150 cubic meters in size seemed like a lot until you factored in sleeping space, eating space, zero-gravity restroom, and a universal, programmable autochef.  
 
    “What a dump,” Sato said, looking around and frowning. “200,000 credits for a dumpster.” 
 
    “I’ve been in worse,” Rick said, glancing back at the hatch. Luckily, the crewfly had left before Sato had started spouting off about their ship.  
 
    “Did you pay almost a quarter of a million credits for it?” Sato asked mulishly.  
 
    “No, it only cost me part of my brain.”  
 
    Sato turned and looked at him, his sneer slowly changing to a frown. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be callous.”  
 
    “No problem, sir. Just try to remember we’re both here.”  
 
    “I’ll try,” Sato said, and he seemed genuine. “Let’s get our little companion’s home in place somewhere out of the way, shall we?”  
 
    They found a blank section of hull with a power receptacle. It took Sato less than a minute to configure a plug, examine and understand the system on the aquatic support module, and integrate it into the ship’s power. “It’s got its own hybrid cell, which is why I never noticed a power draw on our module,” he explained. “Should still work if the ship loses power.” 
 
    Rick nodded as Sato worked. No sooner was it plugged in and locked to the wall than the door popped open. Water spurted out, making Sato push back in surprise.  
 
    “Was that normal?” he asked Rick. 
 
    “I wasn’t there when it opened,” Rick explained.  
 
    A tiny little light display rode the water out as the jet slowed to a stop. Tentacles waved about, and vivid blue eyes took in the new surroundings. Again Rick’s translator caught the colorful flashes and translated them into English for him.  
 
    “Sato! How are you?”  
 
    Sato took a second to adjust his own translator, which was a pendant he wore attached to his now unitless black coveralls. “I’m fine,” he replied. “Why didn’t Nemo tell me about you?”  
 
    The miniature Wrogul oscillated colors in rolling groups, almost like the scales of music. Rick’s translator rendered it as a kind of shrug. “Are you surprised?” 
 
    “I could wake up with my head nailed to the bulkhead and not be more surprised,” Sato grumbled. “You’ve never budded before, right?”  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then why did you wait so many years?”  
 
    The bud let out a phut of expelled air and sailed over to the stateroom’s autochef. Rick moved to the side, taking a handhold to observe as Sato followed the little Wrogul.  
 
    “Nemo?” Sato persisted.  
 
    “I’m not Nemo,” the bud replied, pulsating green and yellow as it examined the autochef.  
 
    “Then what is your name?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.” An eye looked at Sato. “You named me originally.”  
 
    “What?” Sato asked, caught off guard. “I…I don’t remember…” 
 
    As Rick watched, once again Sato’s eyes seemed to drift out of focus. He was left with little doubt that Sato had a problem. A bad one. What could he do about it now on an alien starship? However, the next stop was Earth. Slowly, as Sato tried in vain to coax more information out of the young version of Nemo, Rick began to formulate a plan for when they got to Earth.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tu-Plik undocked from Karma Station two hours after Rick and Sato boarded. Departure took as long as the wait to depart owing to the station’s busy schedule around the docking bays. Station computers controlled ships while they were flying in and out of the central hub. Some things were just too dangerous to trust to a biological pilot.  
 
    The pair watched the departure from the ship’s tiny galley, which was arranged like many ships that rarely landed on planets. Eating stations and common access terminals were arrayed along the walls and ceilings in a seemingly random manner. The Athal in particular seemed to have little concern for the aesthetics of such an arrangement, giving it an even more chaotic feeling. Sato took it all in with a certain amount of disdain.  
 
    He’d been the Winged Hussars chief naval architect for years and took a great deal of pride in the praise he’d gotten from crews and ships’ commanders. The Hussars’ ships were always functional, yet still managed to convey a feeling of homeliness. Further, each ship was subtly different. The Steed-class battlecruisers, in particular—the mainstay of the Winged Hussars’ combat arm—were subtly distinct in their décor. From the types of leather in lounge seats to the colors of trim on the bridge, you could tell which Steed-class you were on just by comparing the details.  
 
    Tu-Plik looked like it had rolled off the assembly line exactly as it currently appeared. Probably Izlian, he mentally mused as he examined the details. Besides being one of the strangest races in the galaxy, they were also the largest manufacturer of starships. Their unique biology allowed for rapid production of many rare alloys and some amazing high-pressure fusion-welding techniques. Thousands of starships flowed from Izlian shipyards for every purpose imaginable, including free traders just like Tu-Plik.  
 
    The giveaway for Sato was the generic nature of the design. Passageways and pressure doors were all designed with the widest variety of races possible in mind. A purpose-built ship for the Athal wouldn’t have had such large corridors. The fly-like aliens were no larger than medium-sized dogs.  
 
    Sato had processed a bulk purchase of cargo tugs from the Izlian during his time with the Hussars. The vessels had arrived with no amenities and the same wide, boring internal layout. The ships were serviceable after Sato sent them through the manufactories for various upgrades and to strip out needless components. Overengineered power systems and underutilized crew spaces was his conclusion.  
 
    “Why do you keep looking around and shaking your head?” Rick asked him.  
 
    “The ship is an Izlian design,” he explained.  
 
    “So? Aren’t half the ships in the galaxy?”  
 
    “Precisely,” Sato said and continued his examination.  
 
    “Passengers, prepare for acceleration,” an Athal announced over the galley PA system. Sato checked that he was strapped in, and, a few seconds later, one side became down as the ship’s fusion torch kicked in and they accelerated away from Karma Station.  
 
    A Tri-V in the galley’s center showed the view astern, where the massive, slowly-rotating hubs of Karma Station began to grow smaller. He watched the scene unfold with a strange sense of déjà vu. How many times had he been to Karma? When he tried to remember, he wasn’t sure.  
 
    Leaving the system turned out to take less time than waiting to leave the station. Tu-Plik accelerated to rendezvous with the stargate exactly at its activation. This was the most common method of departure for smaller ships. Why wait around when you can time your arrival for the opening of the stargate?  
 
    Rick messed with the Tri-V until it showed a forward view. The huge stargate was looming close, a ring of asteroids equipped with hyperspace shunts and linked to a vast solar array, which powered the shunts. The stargate simply provided an easy way for ships to access hyperspace. Once they passed through the event horizon, it was up to the ship to do the rest and guide itself to a destination.  
 
    No warning of the impending transition was given. The stargate flashed, creating a swirling spot of discontinuity which Tu-Plik flew into. As always, Sato felt the instant of obliteration followed by a return to normality. Such a strange sensation. Most Humans found it disquieting, or even deeply disturbing. Some memory of his first trip through hyperspace suggested he’d found it cathartic. But like his first trip to Karma, he couldn’t remember when the other first trip was, either.  
 
    “Welcome aboard,” a visitor said, using its wings to fly into the galley now that they were in freefall again. “I’m Ullp; this is my vessel.”  
 
    “Thank you for the passage,” Sato said.  
 
    “I’m not doing it out of the goodness of my heart,” Ullp replied. The Athal landed on a wall next to the galley autochef and programmed it for some food.  
 
    “Then why did you take us on?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Several reasons,” Ullp said, taking a plastic bulb full of a greenish paste and moving closer to the Humans. “First, because the credits were hard to resist. My cargo consists of Besquith foodstuffs. I fully expect to be screwed on this run. The bastards are notorious for paying only half the contracted rate, but business is bad right now, with the war against your race.” 
 
    Ullp slurped some of the greenish stuff. Sato caught a whiff of it and instantly regretted it. It smelled of sulfurous body waste. “Second, I detest the Mercenary Guild.” 
 
    “We aren’t mercs,” Sato said.  
 
    Ullp’s head turned slightly toward Rick before moving back. “I doubt that, but your business is your own. However, if you want to sneak onto your own world, no good can come of it. So I’ll help, if only to annoy General Peepo.”  
 
    “Thin motivation,” Rick said quietly.  
 
    Sato bit his lip and hissed in consternation. Rick had started out as a willing helper and had followed every order Sato gave him. But as time had gone on, the man was more and more acting of his own volition. Fix that. Sato jerked slightly at the thought. No, he thought, I won’t resort to that sort of behavior. The truth was, he had considerable control over not just the Æsir’s system, but Rick as well. It was the nature of the grafting process. He hadn’t told the man, of course. He didn’t need to know. The first time Sato had to use the override, he didn’t know how his traveling companion would react. Badly, in all likelihood.  
 
    “Maybe it is thin,” Ullp admitted, “but what recourse do you have?”  
 
    “We’re your passengers,” Sato said quickly. “We’re paying you well, sure; however, your ship is still your ship. I only hope you act with our best interests at heart.”  
 
    “I’ll do the best I can,” Ullp said. “We’ll see what the situation is in the Sol system when we get there.”  
 
    “Just know this,” Rick said. “Betray us at your own peril.” 
 
    Dammit, Sato silently cursed.  
 
    “I acknowledge you are an unknown factor,” Ullp said, “but I’m confident you are no real threat to my ship and crew.” The alien buzzed toward the door.  
 
    “You would be in error,” Rick replied quietly. The captain either didn’t hear him or decided not to reply.  
 
    “Was that really necessary?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Call it a word to the wise,” Rick said. “Ullp’s motivations are more than he’s saying. My autonomic sensors confirm this much. He’s nervous about something.”  
 
    “He’s smuggling two Humans with forged identifications,” Sato reminded him. Rick didn’t have anything more to say on the matter, and Sato decided it was best to just let it go. There were too many other things to think about, such as what they were going to do if their insertion onto Earth failed.  
 
    I wish I knew why I was so nervous about returning to Earth, while simultaneously feeling it’s essential to go there.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The time in hyperspace passed slowly for Rick, mostly because there was so little to do. His pinplants were full of every imaginable movie and music, but everything he watched came with the feeling of déjà vu. Often in his memory he found himself eating pizza and drinking soda pop with someone whose name he couldn’t remember.  
 
    Like living on any ship, Sato and Rick adjusted to the vessel’s schedule. With so many thousands of races in the galaxy, eons ago it was decided a ‘standard’ day was an amalgamation of all those racial day/night cycles. Rick learned about the system when signing up with the Winged Hussars. It was a classic situation where nobody was happy, and everyone got screwed. Many races simply ignored the averaging system, which suggested a 24.2-hour day, 7-day week, and used whatever their own race preferred. However, their computers, linked with the various guilds, did use the standard.  
 
    The Athal operated on a short day, only 14 hours long. Rick decided ignoring their schedule was a mistake, especially in the precarious situation they found themselves, so he adopted their schedule. Seven on, seven off for a couple Athal weeks was manageable. The more he experimented with his new pinplants and armor, the more amazed he was.  
 
    Using the pinplants and armor system, Rick adjusted his mental chemistry so it felt ‘normal.’ The system was intuitive, as well, providing prompts to warn that more than 100 hours in such a system could resort in either negative psychological consequences, or chemical dependency.  
 
    Well, that’s handy. 
 
    After a couple days, he also became aware of the armor’s stores of chemicals it used to synthesize complex compounds and keep his biological parts alive and healthy. Sato had again outdone himself by including the innate ability to utilize a wide variety of common elements to make those base chemicals. If Rick was forced to live as a half-Human cyborg, at least Sato had made it relatively easy.  
 
    Nemo’s bud was likewise easy to care for. Nemo had stocked the bud’s habitat with plenty of Wrogul nutrients, though the bud enjoyed sampling some foods they created from the room’s autochef. It amused itself by reading on a slate, soaring around the room with jets of air, or watching its Human companions. Rick occasionally forgot it was even there, until a blob of water floated over and globbed onto him or his clothes. The bud was less than fastidious about its water leaking around. 
 
    They made sure they were in the galley at the beginning of the last ship’s watch before hyperspace emergence when the captain, Ullp, came in. He didn’t seem surprised to find them, either.  
 
    “Do you have a plan for us?” Sato asked. “I assume we aren’t going to wait in our stateroom?”  
 
    “You are correct,” Ullp replied. “Even though I have cargo for the system, the picket ships have been randomly searching inbound transports.” 
 
    “So there’s smuggling going on,” Rick noted.  
 
    “Without a doubt,” Ullp said. The translator didn’t convey a lot of emotional details of the Athal language, but Rick was pretty sure the statement held irony. “We’re going to hide you in the engineering spaces, where casual sensors won’t pick you up.”  
 
    Rick and Sato had already discussed Nemo’s bud privately. Based on readings Sato had taken of the bud’s travel module, it was already well shielded. They hadn’t told Ullp about it and didn’t plan to. It looked like nothing more than a heavy-duty cargo transport container. Shielded, sure, but if you were paying someone to smuggle you, wasn’t it expected that you wanted secrecy?  
 
    “We want a comms link with you so we’re aware of what’s going on,” Rick insisted.  
 
    “Any comms can be intercepted,” Ullp complained.  
 
    “Not if it’s hardwired,” Sato pointed out.  
 
    “You have a point. I’ll arrange it.” 
 
    Two hours later they were being shown to their hiding space. Rick guessed it had once held some piece of equipment for the ship, though it was now a neatly outlined empty area behind an access panel. It had been carefully lined with closed-cell foam and included a rack of four universal respirators and straps which could be configured for any race. The Athal engineer who’d opened the cover pointed with a hand.  
 
    “Those are the secondary hyperspace power relays,” he explained. “They’re directly linked to the fusion plant, so even in normal space, there’s live plasma only a meter away.” 
 
    “You’d have to be inside the ship to pick up something there,” Sato said, nodding. “Good place to smuggle something.” 
 
    “Or someone,” the engineer agreed.  
 
    Rick and Sato floated in and got comfortable. The engineer waited patiently until they were ready. “Good?” he asked.  
 
    “Good,” Sato agreed, and they were sealed in. He turned to Rick. “You can get us out of here if necessary?”  
 
    “Easily,” Rick assured him. They’d both brought a small duffel bag. The captain had said to bring any active power devices that might give away the presence of passengers. However, Sato had added the spacesuit attachments to his old uniform. 
 
    The Winged Hussars duty uniform was more complicated and versatile than simple appearances suggested, with nano-weave reinforcements, heating/cooling mesh, and the ability to add attachments of gloves, boots, and a bubble helmet. With those basic additions, the wearer could survive in space for a few minutes. Add an optional LSU, a life support unit that was only the size of a thermos, and that time extended to an hour.  
 
    Using Rick’s systems, it extended even further. For his part, the Æsir armor could support him in space for weeks if he were careful.  
 
    Ullp was kind enough to give them both a running commentary on what was happening, as well as a single data channel including rudimentary telemetry data. Tu-Plik precipitated out of hyperspace, accompanied by the customary falling sensation, and the sensors immediately showed nearby warships.  
 
    “Newly arrived ship, identify yourself,” came over the comms immediately.  
 
    “Athal free trader Tu-Plik,” Ullp replied. “Transmitting identification.”  
 
    “Maki,” Sato said in response to the picket ship’s voice they could hear.  
 
    “Cargo?” the Maki picket asked.  
 
    “Supplies for deployed mercenary forces. Transmitting manifest.”  
 
    Rick and Sato watched the basic telemetry. Four ships were close by. It looked like three frigates and a cruiser. Rick guessed there were likely many more vessels close enough to respond if the Maki raised an alarm.  
 
    “They’re scanning us,” Ullp said casually, for his hidden passengers’ benefit.  
 
    “You sure they can’t find us?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Unless the captain orders the power system shut down, the Maki would have to be pretty specific in any search to find us.”  
 
    It was all over in less than a minute.  
 
    “Tu-Plik, you will proceed to Earth orbit, parking position Theta-Two, and await further instructions. Welcome to the Sol system.”  
 
    “Roger, proceeding to orbit. Thanks.” They felt a slight acceleration, slowly growing toward a full G. “All good,” Ullp said to them. “We’ll keep you there for now. It’s only four hours to Earth orbit at this acceleration. They won’t want to transfer this cargo via shuttles, so they will probably want us to set down. I don’t know where, though.”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Sato replied. “Anywhere on Earth is sufficient.”  
 
    Rick would have liked to see Earth from space. Their rudimentary data feed didn’t provide cameras. Instead it was four hours to orbit, as Ullp had said, and another three waiting for a landing assignment.  
 
    “Sao Paulo,” Ullp eventually said. “Isn’t that your planet’s capital?”  
 
    “Sort of,” Sato confirmed. “It’s the Earth Republic seat.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Ullp said. “We’ll be down in a few minutes. Once we’re on the glide path, I’ll have the engineering staff get you out.”  
 
    “Won’t there be any groundside security?” Rick asked.  
 
    “No,” Ullp said. “I don’t think they’ll bother.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You’ll have to see for yourself.”  
 
    Once Tu-Plik had dropped through the upper atmosphere and was using its nominal aerodynamic surfaces to fly toward the starport, engineers showed up and got Rick and Sato out. The pair was escorted to their stateroom, where they bundled up their remaining possessions and got the bud’s module ready to move. One of the engineers glanced at the container but didn’t say anything. It appeared Athal didn’t possess an overabundance of curiosity.  
 
    As the ship fired its descent engines and began to land, they were in the main cargo hold surrounded by massive, refrigerated shipping containers full of raw meat. From what Rick knew, the Besquith preferred their food still living. He suspected shipping living prey animals was a lot more expensive, and complicated.  
 
    Despite its massive size—and the fact that it rarely set down on a planet—Tu-Plik landed smoothly, and the cargo door began to lower. Rick stepped ahead of Sato, just in case the captain decided to pull something. As the afternoon sun began to flood in and Rick was able to adjust his sensors to the view outside, he understood why the captain wasn’t concerned about more inspections. “My god,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Sato asked.  
 
    “The city looks destroyed.”  
 
    The two walked to the edge of the ramp and looked out over what had once been the most beautiful city in South America. Vast swathes of concrete in the starport were gouged and blackened. Buildings in every direction were shattered, and a few looked melted. The air carried the unmistakable smell of smoldering fires and filth.  
 
    “What happened?” Sato asked.  
 
    Ullp had come up behind them. The Athal pointed to the side, where the stoic outline of five giant humanoid figures towered. “Raknar,” he said. “You Humans have started using Raknar.”  
 
    “Then how is the Mercenary Guild still in control?” Sato asked.  
 
    “I don’t know all the details,” Ullp said. “And frankly, I don’t care. I’m going to unload this cargo and get as far from your star system as fast as I can. So if you can pay me…” 
 
    “Of course,” Sato said and handed the captain a single 100,000 credit chit. “Our thanks.”  
 
    “Mine as well,” Ullp said. “I’ll offer prayers for you and your planet.”  
 
    Sato nodded absently and began walking down the ramp. Rick easily picked up the bud’s container, as well as both their duffel bags, and followed. As Ullp had said, nobody came to see who was in the ship. Sao Paulo was a graveyard.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato woke and looked out the window. They were racing through tunnel after tunnel, the train only slightly buffeted as it passed from night into total darkness, then back out again. He yawned and craned his neck to see one of the car’s only working status displays. They were currently passing near Cerro de la Muerte, the tallest mountain in the Talamanca range. His window on the maglev was so filthy, the peak could be right next to him and he’d never see it.  
 
    He stood and stretched. Rick was in the seat closest to the central isle. The coach car they rode in was 10 seats across, four in the center group, with a group of three on either side. Every other grouping he saw was full. Rick and he had garnered their own three seats to themselves, courtesy of the strange robed man with glowing blue eyes. Considering at least half the passengers were refugees from Sao Paulo, Sato guessed it wasn’t a surprise nobody wanted to mess with them.  
 
    “You okay?” Rick asked. Sato hadn’t known he was awake.  
 
    “Fine, I’m just going to get some coffee or tea. Need anything?” 
 
    “No. You want me to go get it?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” Sato insisted.  
 
    Rick’s head turned slightly, examining the area around them. The passage they’d booked, Sao Paulo to Mexico City, was 7,500 kilometers by air. The maglev route covered 11,200 kilometers. There was a lot of mountainous terrain between the two cities. The train had been capable of 1,000 kilometers an hour when it was new. Now it averaged 300.  
 
    Sato slipped past Rick and walked down the stained and torn rug-covered aisle toward the front of the car. If the train had been moving closer to its rated speed, walking in this section would have been tricky at best. A few of the warning signs still worked. “Peligro—Curvas Adelante.” Caution—curves ahead. The track was made for a better time. The train took a sweeping turn, and Sato hardly noticed.  
 
    “Ayuda?” a boy asked, sitting on the floor at the end of the isle.  
 
    Sato ignored him. He’d learned quickly after boarding that handing out money was a huge mistake. The pair had started out much further forward in the train. After Sato had handed a beggar a 5-credit chit, they had to move. Rick had been forced to crack some ribs in the process, too, getting the train’s security involved. The conductor had relocated them to this car, far back in the train, and admonished them against encouraging the beggars. 
 
    “Likely many of them live on the train,” Rick had noted after watching how they worked the passengers. Thievery was a way of life to the urchins on any world. They’d checked their meager possessions, all carefully secured by Sato, with locking mechanisms far more advanced than the train they traveled on.  
 
    Nemo’s bud didn’t mind being locked away for a couple days. It said it was passing the time reading the collective works of Jules Verne, something it had always wanted to do, but never had the time.  
 
    All Sato had on him was a slate and some money. They’d traded a few credits for a massive wad of various Central American currencies. It had helped them blend in, even if it constantly frustrated Sato when he wanted to buy something.  
 
    Leaving their sleeping car, he moved through another, and eventually into what they nominally called the dining car. It looked like as many people were travelling in this car as any other, but the center section was dominated by a snack bar. At least, it had once been a snack bar. Now it was four autochefs, with two out of commission. A bored looking railroad employee sat on a stool and made sure nobody accosted either of the surviving autochefs.  
 
    Nobody was currently using the devices, so Sato went to the closest one and scrolled through the selection. After a day on the train, he’d already learned how to trigger English menus. As the trip moved on, the autochef selections had begun to decrease. He wondered how often the nutrient and ingredient packs were changed? Probably better not to think about it.  
 
    Sato selected a carafe of green tea and paid with several Brazilian real. The tea was hot and the right color. He grabbed a couple plastic cups, then bought two muffins, which also looked fresh. Of course, in an autochef, there was no way of knowing. Since it dispensed them immediately, that meant they hadn’t been cooked on the spot. Less chance of food poisoning from a baked item, he justified to himself as he took the food and immediately headed back.  
 
    As he was passing through the intervening car, he noticed a standout sitting in one of the seats. A Caucasian woman, beautiful, in her thirties, with long auburn hair tied back in a ponytail. This was unusual; he hadn’t seen another white person on the train since they left Brazil behind. However, as soon as he entered the car and spotted her, he knew she’d already been watching him.  
 
    Of course, an Asian on the train might be rarer than a white person. But the intent way she stared at him immediately set off his suspicions. He stopped and considered turning around, but if she was a potential enemy, that would put more space between him and his guardian angel.  
 
    Sato did his best to ignore the woman and keep walking. Playing cool had never been his strong point. Socially awkward, unprepared, and nervous was more his wheelhouse. Despite every ounce of will at his disposal, he looked down at her as he approached.  
 
    “Hello, Taiki,” the woman said.  
 
    “Uh,” was the best he could come up with.  
 
    “Surprised to see me?”  
 
    “Uh…”  
 
    She gestured to the seat next to her. “Please, sit.”  
 
    “Look,” he finally managed, “I don’t know who you are.” 
 
    “Right, sure.” She smiled, looking at him with bright blue eyes. Then a frown creased her face. “Are you serious?”  
 
    He stared at her face. She was pretty and common at the same time. If she were sitting on a subway in Boston, he wouldn’t have noticed her. Or…would he? “You’re kinda familiar…” 
 
    “When I got the flash you’d been spotted at a maglev station in Agua Branca, I couldn’t believe the news.” Her eyes darted around his features, eyebrows narrowing as she studied his face. “It is you, of course. How many years?”  
 
    “I-I have to go,” Sato stammered and moved onward.  
 
    “Taking a maglev instead of a sub-orbital was smart,” she said, just behind him. He tried to hurry, but the cars were too crowded. Instead he jostled more people and further slowed his progress. “We’ve got eyes everywhere on the planet. Surely you know that?”  
 
    Suddenly someone was standing in front of him. His ebony complexion was as out of place as the woman’s alabaster on a train full of cocoa complexions.  
 
    “Excuse me,” he said and tried to slip by.  
 
    The man moved smoothly into Sato’s way, removing any doubt that he was with the girl, and he was hemmed in.  
 
    “It’s been many years, Taiki. We should talk. A lot has happened since you disappeared.”  
 
    “Let me go,” he pleaded.  
 
    “I think you should come with us,” the black man said.  
 
    “That’s not happening.”  
 
    Rick Culper’s voice behind the huge dark-skinned man was the most welcome sound Sato had heard in a long time. The man’s head came around in surprise, locking eyes with the twin glowing blue of Rick’s armor. The woman stood slowly, carefully turning her own head to regard the new arrival. Her eyebrows went up, and she took in the figure, mostly obscured behind Rick’s black robes.  
 
    “Well,” she said, a thin smile playing across her lips. “You’ve upped your game.” 
 
    “Move,” Rick said to the big man between him and his charge. The other man narrowed his eyes, his lips slowly skinning back in a hint of a snarl. “Move, or you’ll regret it.”  
 
    “It’s okay, Joey,” the woman said. “We don’t want to make a scene.”  
 
    The man moved aside slightly, and Sato wasted no time moving through the space. Rick put out an arm and maneuvered Sato until he was behind him. Then he backed slowly toward the car’s door, never taking his eyes off the big man or the woman.  
 
    “Glad to see you got the Æsir working,” she said. “See you around, Taiki.” 
 
    “Who was that, and how did she know about the armor? I thought you just designed it recently.” 
 
    “I thought so, too,” Sato said as they walked. He looked back repeatedly, expecting the pair to follow them through the door. Then he remembered her name. “Adrianne McKenzie,” he said. “Her name is Adrianne McKenzie.”  
 
    “Who is she?” Rick asked.  
 
    “I wish I knew,” Sato admitted.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Staying in the same compartment was no longer an option. Neither was upgrading to First Class. Shortly after the encounter, they stopped briefly in San Jose, the capital of Costa Rica. There the train shifted some cars, losing the only remaining First Class car in favor of a trio of Coach. Instead, they went all the way to the rear. They found the last car about half empty, with only the lowest of the low huddled there.  
 
    Many of these passengers carried all their worldly goods. They had bundles of clothing, food, even some furniture or handwoven cages holding chickens. Rick didn’t care as they couldn’t be attacked from the rear now.  
 
    He berated himself for not going with Sato in the first place. The man excelled at finding trouble in the most innocuous of places. Leave it to him to find some old girlfriend or professional adversary on a dilapidated maglev train in Central America. Only it looked like she’d found him via security cameras. If she knew they were on Earth, that meant others did, too.  
 
    The train stopped briefly after crossing the border into Nicaragua. The little town of La Virgen, perched on the shore of Lago Cocibolca, was an industrial location where many got off for work, and a few got on. Rick and Sato were two of those who got off, quietly and without fanfare. The conductor didn’t give them a second look.  
 
    Rick had to scramble to get their luggage. He would never have been able to locate it himself. Instead he slipped one of the station baggage handlers a 10-credit chit, then two more when the man recruited two other workers. They had the Wrogul support case and a pair of crates offloaded minutes before the train wheezed back out of the station on its route north.  
 
    “Okay, now what?” Sato asked, watching wistfully as their train left.  
 
    “We drive,” Rick suggested and pointed. It was mid-morning in La Virgen. A flickering ancient neon sign announced, “Ventas de Autos.”  
 
    “You want to buy a car?” Sato asked.  
 
    “You’d rather walk?”  
 
    The overweight and balding salesman watched them walking down the dusty sidewalk with confused interest. Rick had bought one of the baggage handlers’ rusty old hand trucks for another 10 credits, or around ten thousand pesos. Everything was piled on the truck, which creaked and groaned ominously under the load. The salesman spoke as they turned into his lot; luckily it was translated for them. 
 
    “Can I help you, sirs?”  
 
    Rick gestured to the cars. “We want to buy one.”  
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed as the translator rendered it into Spanish.  
 
    Rick left the handcart and Sato, walking down the line of cars. Of course none of them were fliers; he couldn’t get so lucky. A bunch were medium-sized sedans dating from around 2110 at the newest. They were all electric, a bad choice for their situation. Then he saw a pair of delivery trucks and zeroed in on them. The salesman followed him without comment.  
 
    The first ran on hydrogen, which would be difficult to find outside of a city, both in Central America, and even Mexico. But the next one ran on good, old-fashioned diesel. He popped the hood and found a bonus; it had a fuel cell backup, which meant it was a hybrid. In addition to the diesel engine, it had an electric drive that could be powered by the fuel cell, which in turn could operate on anything with an octane rating.  
 
    The side had a logo from a supply house in Cartagena. There were a couple of bullet holes in the box, and the remnants of a police impound sticker helped fill in the story. “Does it run?” he asked the salesman.  
 
    The man slid past Rick and pulled a locking chip from his pocket. He clicked it into the dash, and all the displays came alive with a series of clicks and hums. A single button push, and the diesel engine turned over with a roar and a jet of black smoke. Whoever had owned it had removed the catalytic system, probably for increased power.  
 
    “The fuel cell?”  
 
    The salesman pushed a control. The engine stopped, and a power display slowly lit up. Rick could tell the fuel cell had seen better days. Probably needed a new catalyst layer, but it was working. Good enough.  
 
    “We’ll take it.” 
 
    “One million Córdoba,” the salesman said, showing rotted teeth.  
 
    Rick did the math. Converted, it was about 30,000 dollars. “For this piece of junk?” The man shrugged. He reached into a pocket of the robe and produced a 100-credit chit. The man’s face froze, and a look of hunger replaced the indifference. Rick added two more for 300 credits, roughly what the man was asking in equivalent currency.  
 
    “You have ID to fill out papers?” the salesman asked.  
 
    Rick shook his head and produced another 100-credit chit. The salesman licked his lips. “We’d need a license, too. One that won’t get us pulled over by the policía.” Two more 100-credit chits made a total of 600 credits. “No questions asked, amigo.”  
 
    The man turned and waddled quickly toward the office.  
 
    “How do you know he isn’t calling the cops?” Sato asked, taking off his coat in the quickly growing morning heat.  
 
    “Because the police won’t pay him as much as we are.” A minute later the man was shambling back, a pair of worn license plates clutched under one arm and paperwork in the other hand.  
 
    “All legal,” he said. “My cousin has a truck, same model.” He pointed at the truck Rick wanted. “It’s in the shop back of the business getting new brakes.”  
 
    “What happens when he gets his truck and the license is missing?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Parts are hard to find. Take maybe two, three days.” Rick fished a seventh chit out. “A week, minimum.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Rick said and held out the chits. The man grabbed at them, but Rick caught his hand. “Look, if the policía are waiting around the corner, or even down the road, we aren’t going to be taken in. You have no idea who you’re dealing with, and you don’t want to.” The man’s face blanched, and he tried to pull away. His hand might as well have been locked in a vice. Rick squeezed, and the cartilage popped.  
 
    “Please, sir, I no lie to you!”  
 
    “I hope not, for your sake.” Rick released the man, who stumbled and fell, sending the 100-credit chits rolling in the gravel. “Because after we deal with the policía, we’ll be back to deal with you.” Rick turned and began loading their baggage. The salesman sat on his sizeable butt, staring after Rick for a long moment before scrambling greedily for the money.  
 
    “Still think we’re safe?” Sato asked as he helped secure the cargo truck’s rear door.  
 
    “Fifty-fifty,” Rick admitted. He climbed behind the seat and started the diesel engine again. The gauge said they had half a tank, calculated as a 1,200-kilometer range. Enough to get them to northern El Salvador or Honduras, to start.  
 
    He backed the truck out of its space and turned onto the road. The last he saw of the salesman, he was watching the truck drive away while massaging his abused hand. Rick decided to head east for Honduras. Their trip had just gotten a little longer.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato watched Rick operate the truck as if he’d spent most of his life doing it. It was part of the programming built into the armor, of course. More than the clumsy, blunt weapons of the CASPers, the Æsir was an elegant scalpel. Maybe when all this was over with… 
 
    “We’re coming up on the border,” Rick said. 
 
    Sato pulled himself away from his thoughts and looked ahead. The mountains they drove through were rugged and seldom driven by anyone except farmers and miners. That was exactly why they’d chosen it. Some places, the road was barely wide enough for the truck. Despite precarious drop-offs and crumbling shoulders, Rick never hesitated.  
 
    Did your soul make it into this new body? Sato contemplated as the truck struggled up a grade. Day had given way to dusk. Sato didn’t know if there was such a thing as a soul, but wasn’t there some divine spark? Something that made them more than a collection of cells and blood? Rick’s presence there, alive and aware of who he was, suggested otherwise. Didn’t it? 
 
    The road rounded a bend, and a hundred meters ahead was the Honduras border. Nothing much more than a small building with a wooden gate and a sign saying, “Now Entering the Republic of Honduras.”  
 
    “What do we do if they don’t let us through?” he asked Rick.  
 
    “We’ll deal with that when the time comes,” was the reply.  
 
    Sato wanted to say something, then shrugged. Rick was right; it made no sense to plan for something that might or might not happen. It was unlikely the minimally manned border was well armed, so they could probably just force their way through. The truck was both large and made from tough stuff.  
 
    Before he had any more time to consider, Rick was braking to a stop next to the guard shack. He’d dimmed his usually shining blue eyes, so now he just looked like a man wearing a jacket. There was a chill in the high-altitude night air, and a window slid open to show a man wearing a uniform. The sounds of some Spanish language show drifted out, along with the smell of food cooking. The face glanced at the cab, then back along the truck, and back to the cab. Rick gave a casual wave. 
 
    The guard rubbed his eyes and yawned, then gave a wave in return, and the gate rose. Rick put it in gear, and their truck rumbled ahead.  
 
    “That was easy,” Sato said.  
 
    “Smelled like he had dinner cooking.”  
 
    “Makes me hungry, too,” Sato replied, his stomach grumbling. They hadn’t eaten since they’d bought the truck earlier in the day.  
 
    It was only another hour before they came to the Guatemalan border. This one looked even less used than the Honduran crossing had. Sato was much more relaxed this time, confident it should be an easy job.  
 
    The truck stopped, but this time a bored-looking man didn’t wave them through. A pair of soldiers opened the door and examined the truck and Rick. Rick looked back at them, waiting.  
 
    “Bring your papers inside,” one of the soldiers said.  
 
    Rick nodded and took the folder of papers on the truck they’d gotten from the salesman.  
 
    <What do I do?> Sato asked over their pinplants.  
 
    <Just wait here,> Rick replied, opening the door and going into the building.  
 
    Sato watched and waited, wondering what he would do if Rick didn’t come back. What if he gets in a fight with the soldiers and loses? Jail in Guatemala didn’t sound appealing. Rick had only been gone a minute, and he was already considering starting the truck and running for it.  
 
    The door to the checkpoint opened again, and Rick emerged. He was carrying something and not moving in any hurry.  
 
    “What happened?” Sato asked his travelling companion. 
 
    Rick got back into the cab and handed Sato a container. It was a ceramic dish with a cover, warm to the touch. Sato took the cover off and found it full of steaming tamales.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Sato said and scooped up one of the tamales. In a second, he had it unwrapped and was eating with his fingers. It was hot, filled with succulent meat, and spicy almost to the point of intolerance. In short, delicious.  
 
    Rick handed him a canteen, which proved to be full of black tea sweetened with honey. Sato was eating his third tamale before he realized Rick had started the truck, and they were trundling down the road again.  
 
    “What happened to the soldiers?” he asked around a mouthful of food.  
 
    “They didn’t need the food any longer.”  
 
    “You didn’t kill them, did you?”  
 
    “Do you really want to know?”  
 
    Sato swallowed, then shook his head. “Not really,” he said.  
 
    Rick nodded and fished out one of the last tamales. His helmet opened, and he ate mechanically. Sato finished off the last of the food without comment. He occasionally looked at Rick and wondered what he’d done. Truthfully, he didn’t want to know. All that mattered was they were back on the road. His stomach full, he soon fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Rick walked into the brightly lighted guard post, the two men instantly realized he was something other than a truck driver working into the evening.  
 
    “W-what are you?” one demanded in Spanish.  
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Rick said. One of the two moved toward a pair of rifles on a wall-mounted rack. Rick drew his main sidearm in a blur, pointing it at the man. “This can end one of two ways,” he said. “Is your job worth your life?” Instantly they both put their hands in the air. “That’s what I thought. Sit over there.” He gestured at the room’s only table, situated near the door and opposite a pair of bunks. Clearly the outpost was only manned by two men at a time.  
 
    They both quickly complied, and Rick found handcuffs to secure them to the table. It wouldn’t hold them for long, but it wouldn’t need to. Once their already minimal threat was reduced to basically zero, he searched the room. They had a radio, which he disabled, and a small safe holding a pair of pistols and some money. He didn’t need either, so he left them. In a small stove he found their dinner, a dish of tamales that were warmed and ready to eat. Those he did help himself to, in addition to a thermos of tea. A refrigerator held more tamales, as well as some additional food, so he wasn’t leaving them with nothing. He took the food and headed for the door.  
 
    “Who are you?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “What are you?” the other added.  
 
    “The answer to both questions is, you really don’t want to know. I’m sure you want to report this. It would be a mistake.” Without another word, Rick left them.  
 
    He didn’t know why he didn’t tell Sato about not harming the men. Clearly his benefactor was nervous about him. Maybe Rick liked it that way? On the surface it was a little cruel. Sato was a simple man, with seemingly two-dimensional motivations. Except where they found themselves, of course. The strange woman following them on the maglev was disturbing and suggested Taiki Sato was more than met the eye on several levels. She’d said she knew him years ago, but Sato acted like he didn’t know her.  
 
    It appeared they were both suffering from a loss of memory, or Sato was a more accomplished liar than he appeared on the surface. Rick considered all of this as he drove the twisting mountain roads in near total darkness. Between the vision enhancements of the Æsir armor and his pinplant-multiplied response speeds, he was using at most 5% of his brain power to operate the truck. He was more concerned about their diminishing fuel reserves than he was about driving off the road in the middle of the night.  
 
    He compared the road he was driving to the maps from the Aethernet and turned at the next crossroads. About midnight they reached the outskirts of Esquipulas. A Puma gas station was closed, but he could see it had a cash reception machine, so he pulled in and parked. Sato hadn’t moved, even as he stopped the truck, so he climbed out and gave the pump a look.  
 
    It wasn’t set up to take credits, of course. In fact, it would only accept Guatemalan quetzals. He pulled out the wad of various currency they had and found a single 5-quetzal coin, not even enough for a liter of diesel.  
 
    Rick sighed and examined the machine in detail. It was an unremarkable model with a wireless programming feature. It took him less than a second to reprogram the machine to think a credit chit was a valid quetzal denomination. He slipped in four one-credit coins, after which the reader said he had a balance of 200 quetzal.  
 
    Rick pumped diesel until the balance was zero, replaced the hose, and reversed the programming. Whoever emptied the coin slot would find his credits and make a real profit off the fuel. The 25 liters he’d put in wasn’t a lot. Not even a quarter of a tank for the truck. Considering the ‘low fuel’ warning had come on just after crossing the border, it was an improvement, if a nominal one.  
 
    He drove the truck through Esquipulas without any notice. A vehicle or two were moving about on unknown purposes, just like his own. Another gas station on the far side of town tempted him. Ultimately, Rick passed without stopping again. He decided it was better to get out of town before someone began to wonder what a moving truck from San Salvador was doing in nowhere Guatemala.  
 
    The armor automatically monitored his physical condition, he noted as it added some stimulants to his system. He’d been awake for 31 hours now. Sleep would be good, but now was not the time for a snooze. They needed to make time while they could.  
 
    So he drove on through the night while Sato quietly snored in the passenger seat. The rugged country picked up again as they left Esquipulas behind, long stretches of valley broken by bridges, tunnels, and mountain passes. He passed other vehicles going in the opposite direction twice before dawn. One was a lumbering old dump truck he passed while navigating some switchbacks. The other was a bus crowded with people and baggage on the roof. The second one proved the most difficult, because he encountered it where there wasn’t enough room to pass. 
 
    Amazingly, the bus driver simply reversed for almost a kilometer to where the road was just wide enough for them to pass without swapping paint. He was sure they were less than a millimeter apart at one point. Then the bus driver waved, and they were on their way. 
 
    As morning arrived, Rick was navigating down a forest road paralleling the Rio Ixcan. They crossed into Mexico without need of a border crossing encounter. There were no guards on this particular road. The truck bounced over a last huge rut and onto Mexican Highway 307. Ahead was another 500 kilometers of twists, turns, and switchbacks, but they were now out of Central America. The rest should be easy.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato opened his eyes and yawned. He’d been dreaming about riding rollercoasters. He tried to concentrate on the memory, but as usual, it fell from his grasp. He was surprised to see the sun was up, and they were moving along at maybe 50 kph on a smooth, paved highway.  
 
    “Did I sleep all night?”  
 
    “Yes,” Rick answered. “You looked really tired, so I just let you sleep.”  
 
    Sato yawned again and nodded. “Why are we going so slow?” A car laid on the horn as it passed them on a corner.  
 
    “Diesel crapped out an hour ago. I think one of the backroads might have torn something out.” 
 
    “Where are we?”  
 
    “Just outside Tuxtla Gutiérrez,” Rick explained. “Either we need new transportation, or another option. The fuel cell efficiency is below 25% and dropping.”  
 
    Sato nodded and stared out the windshield. They were passing some houses now as a city was nearby. It was still early, so there wasn’t much traffic sharing the road with them. Something was drawing him. First to Earth, now toward America. Like much of his life, he couldn’t remember the last time he was there. Or if he’d ever been there. He was pretty certain he’d been there.  
 
    “Everything is so damned fuzzy.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir?”  
 
    Sato shook his head. “Just thinking aloud,” he said. 
 
    “Well, we’re almost at the end of the line. What do you want to do?”  
 
    “Might as well find a hotel while I figure out what to do.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about that woman?” 
 
    “McKenzie?” Rick nodded. “She can find us if she wants to.” Sato made a face as a word, a name, danced on the edge of his memory. “We need to take a break and see how Nemo’s bud is doing.” 
 
    Rick nodded as he examined the businesses along the road. “That look okay?”  
 
    It was a small roadside motel, probably dated back to before first contact, with 20 or so rooms. Certainly operated by a family. It even had a little restaurant attached, harkening back to ages past.  
 
    “Should be fine,” Sato said, and Rick steered the nearly dead truck into the driveway.  
 
    An old stoop-backed woman was pushing a wobbly housekeeping cart between rooms. A young child in a brightly colored dress holding a doll was following the woman. Sato got out to arrange the room. Since it was daytime, Rick was too obviously out of place. The office was empty, and he had to ring the bell to get someone’s attention. A middle-aged man came in through a door and stopped when he saw who’d rung the bell.  
 
    “Hola,” the man said.  
 
    “Hello,” Sato replied, using his pinplants to directly access the translator he wore around his neck in a pendant. “I need a room, please.”  
 
    “Uhm, sure,” the man said and stepped up to the counter. “How many?”  
 
    “There are two of us. Two beds please.”  
 
    “The truck yours?”  
 
    “Yes. We’re moving…scientific equipment.”  
 
    “Oh,” the man said, his eyes narrowed curiously. He fumbled with the pegboard of keys before selecting one. “It’s 1,400 pesos, sir.”  
 
    Sato checked their stash and found 500 total pesos. The clerk was asking about $70 dollars, according to the Aethernet. He didn’t want to further tip the man’s level of suspicion. What would be worse, giving him a pile of various countries’ currencies, or credits? Sato settled on credits and placed a 5-credit chit on the counter. As he expected, the man’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “Sir, I cannot give you change.” 
 
    “It isn’t necessary,” Sato said. He held up a 25-credit chit. “We might be here for 2 days. We just need to rest, quietly. This is yours when we leave. Deal?”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” the man said. “Very good!”  
 
    It should be, Sato thought. Thirty credits was worth about 65,000 pesos.  
 
    “Room 9,” the man said and passed him the key. Sato scooped it up and left without comment.  
 
    “Number 9,” he said as he climbed into the passenger seat. The hotel only had one floor, laid out in an L configuration. The open area between the arms had once held a pool, as evidenced by the ancient rusting ladders and diving board. Now it was a garden. Their room was in the crook of the L, and Rick backed the truck to within a meter of the hotel room door.  
 
    It was impossible to hide moving the duffel bags and water-filled module from the back of the truck, so they didn’t try. Rick and Sato did it quickly, though, to minimize exposure to prying eyes.  
 
    Inside the room, Sato unlocked the module, making sure the door was facing up so they didn’t flood the hotel room. The door slid aside, and Nemo’s bud half crawled out on top of the container, flashing brightly.  
 
    “I was wondering if something was wrong,” it said. “It’s been more than a day!” 
 
    “We’ve been traveling slowly,” Sato explained. One of the bud’s eyes regarded him. “We’re in a hotel in Mexico.”  
 
    “Mexico, a country south of the United States, in the Earth Republic, and long considered an economically underperforming democracy in North America.” 
 
    “Correct,” Rick said. “We’re undercover here; don’t want anyone poking around while we figure out our next step.”  
 
    “I understand,” it said. “I’d like some fresh food. Are there any small crustacea or saltwater plants?”  
 
    “I guess we need to go shopping,” Sato said. “I can use some food, too.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go,” Rick suggested.  
 
    “I think an Æsir will draw more attention than a Japanese guy in rural Mexico,” Sato said. Rick stared at him. “I’ll be fine. I saw a little market just down the road.”  
 
    Rick nodded slowly. “What’s the range on our pinplants?”  
 
    “Five kilometers, give or take interference.” Sato gestured at their surroundings. “Here, not much worse. I’ll yell if I run into trouble,” Sato said. Rick looked dubious. “You need rest. I designed your systems, and I know you’ll reach the end of your endurance and then just crash. What if you crash when we’re in trouble?” 
 
    “When aren’t we in trouble?”   
 
    Sato gave a little laugh. “Not often. Get some rest; I’ll be back soon.”  
 
    Rick eventually relented, sitting in a threadbare recliner, his armor’s glowing blue eyes dimmed to nothing. Of course, he could still be wide awake and just staring at Sato. There was no way to make sure. So Sato just shrugged, took the shoulder bag with their small currency, and went out the door.  
 
    They’d landed on Earth when it was early fall in the southern hemisphere. They’d crossed the equator and were heading steadily north, but it was still hot. His patchless Winged Hussars uniform, minus the life support systems, was uncomfortably hot. He decided the first thing on the agenda was more appropriate clothing.  
 
    The heat of the morning grew increasingly oppressive as he walked to the nearest intersection. Like many towns in Mexico, even small ones, Tuxtla Gutiérrez had a bus service. As luck would have it, a bus was just pulling up to a stop. Sato glanced in its direction of travel, deciding it was headed toward the center of town, and boarded when it stopped.  
 
    “How much?” he asked the bored looking driver, his translator speaking in Spanish.  
 
    “Fifty pesos,” the man said, giving Sato a curious look.  
 
    Sato found the coins and dropped them into the indicated machine, which chimed merrily. The driver grunted, and Sato sat in the empty first row. A moment later, the door clanked closed and the old diesel bus ground forward.  
 
    Satisfied with himself, he forgot to look at the passing businesses for several kilometers. Which was when he realized he couldn’t read them without first running everything through his pinplants. He was beginning to think he’d screwed up when he spotted a sign which translated to “Bargain Store.”  
 
    “Better than nothing,” he said, and pressed the strip along his window to signal a stop. The driver grunted, and the bus pulled to the sidewalk, the door opening. “Thanks,” Sato said as the driver stared at him exiting. The door closed again, and the bus pulled away in a cloud of blue smoke.  
 
    Sato didn’t waste time; he immediately went into the shop. As he’d hoped, it was filled with racks of clothing. He walked down, noting size tags and different styles. He had no illusions he could pass as an average man. Instead, he went for modestly successful businessman. Not a suit, but simple nice slacks, shirt, and a light vest he’d seen many wearing. He’d rather wear as little as possible. However, again, he was a Japanese guy in Tuxtla Gutiérrez so he took it down another notch in apparent wealth, adding a floppy hat.  
 
    Examining himself in the mirror, he nodded and walked to the front. On his way, he grabbed a backpack and stuffed his uniform in it, then went back and added several extra pairs of underwear, socks, and some cowboy-style boots.  
 
    The shop held a bare handful of customers, and a single matronly woman sat behind the old-fashioned mechanical cash register. She was reading a magazine that had handsome men posing on the cover with scantily clad women. “Hello,” he said.  
 
    She put the magazine down and looked at him. Her eyes narrowed, and she took in his details more carefully. “Who are you hiding from?”  
 
    “W-what?” he stammered.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Come with me.” She got to her feet with the weariness of age, glancing back when he didn’t follow. “Come along, fugitive.” What could he do except follow?  
 
    “You need older clothes,” she said, glancing at him again and running a hand along a rack of pants before pulling out a pair. “It’s good you picked business clothes; your stature is wrong for a worker. Chinese?”  
 
    “Japanese,” he answered automatically.  
 
    She nodded. “My grandson is a mercenary. I don’t know if he’s alive. Are you fighting the aliens?” 
 
    “I can’t say,” he said.  
 
    “Fair enough.” She took more pieces of clothing, and when she finished, handed them to him. “Put these on.”  
 
    Confused, he did as she said, going into the changing room again to emerge a short time later. She examined the results and nodded, handing him the hat he’d originally chosen. “Better,” she said.  
 
    He looked at himself in a full-length mirror and nodded. He could pass for a local, with the hat pulled down. “Nice,” he said. She merely nodded. “How much, ma’am?”  
 
    “Four hundred pesos.”  
 
    He took out a 100-credit chit and put it in her hand. Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head. 
 
    “No, I cannot.” She held it out to him. He smiled, took the backpack, and walked toward the door. “Go with God,” she said behind him as the door closed.  
 
    He had a little smile as he walked out of the shop, hat pulled down low. The first several people he passed either just nodded to him or didn’t pay him any attention at all. He was glad he’d given her 100 credits. It was probably more profit than she’d make in a month or more of hard work. It also decreased the chance she’d want to talk about him. At least, he hoped.  
 
    Satisfied with his cover, Sato oriented his location against a map in his pinplants. He was embarrassed to realize he was 11 kilometers from their hotel. “Oh, crap,” he said to himself. “Rick is going to kill me.”  
 
    Sato immediately turned back in the direction of their hotel and started walking. He didn’t bother waiting for a return bus, for several reasons. One, he didn’t know how long he’d have to wait. Two, he was desperately low on Mexican currency. Finally, three, he’d been too busy riding along to take note of his surroundings, so he didn’t know how far the nearest store might be on the route back.  
 
    The map in his pinplants turned out to be even less useful than he’d feared. More than half the businesses listed on the map were nowhere to be found. Either the maps just sucked, or the last few months of war and occupation had played hell with businesses. He guessed the answer could be both. Whatever the reason, it meant he couldn’t count on the map for anything more than basic directions back to the hotel.  
 
    It was four kilometers before he found a store. However, it wasn’t suitable for his purposes. It sold only the basics, like corn flour, fresh vegetables, and some meats. There was no seafood, except some river fish. Nemo’s bud had been pretty specific. He left with a nod to the cashier and walked on.  
 
    The next store had even less; it was a farmer’s market. He picked up some fresh fruit for himself and Rick, though, for a few pesos. The merchant gave him a queer look, both at Sato’s appearance and his unwillingness to haggle. To most Spanish-speaking cultures, haggling was a way of life. If you didn’t haggle, you were crazy. Or a stranger. He moved on quickly.  
 
    As he entered the optimal range for his pinplant connection to Rick, he crossed his fingers that he wouldn’t instantly be assailed with a string of curses and accusations. He’d been gone just over three hours. Nothing awaited him. He checked the connection and got the correct handshake response from his guardian’s own pinplants. Everything was fine, Rick was just asleep.  
 
    Well, that’s good, Sato thought and continued his search for a store that had what he needed.  
 
    The heat and humidity were oppressive. He didn’t mind as much now, since his apparel was better suited for the climate. He was sweating, but the new/used clothing was of a woolen blend that kept the sweat from building up against his skin. It was counterintuitive that a fabric so good at keeping you warm in the cold was also good at keeping you cooler in the heat. He guessed it might be alpaca or llama instead of wool. Not that he’d really know the difference.  
 
    When he was less than two kilometers from the hotel, he came across the Mexican equivalent of a supermarket. “Bingo,” he said, and went in. It brought to mind a faint memory. Stores had looked like this once, somewhere, sometime. Metal grocery carts were lined to one side, and he could see an extensive produce section, a meat market, and a frozen food aisle. He nodded and headed for the meat.  
 
    There was a lot of chicken, beef, and pork to be found. A number of signs placed on the old-fashioned glass displays didn’t translate properly in his pinplants. Regional dialects, he thought. A man with a blood-smeared apron came out of the back pushing a cart piled with freshly cut meat on Styrofoam trays, wrapped in cellophane.  
 
    “Can I ask a question?” he said to the man. 
 
    The butcher looked at him, blinking as he looked at Sato’s chest, where the words had come from his translator. “Yes, what is it?”  
 
    “Do you have any fresh seafood?”  
 
    “I have frozen fish.”  
 
    “No, fresh. Not frozen.” 
 
    “All I have are a couple live lobsters.” 
 
    “Oh, perfect!”  
 
    An hour later, he checked out with his cart. Inside were two live lobsters in a thick plastic bag, some more fresh fruit, bread and lunch meat, and a package of frozen seaweed that looked like it had been in the freezer for a century. 
 
    The lady at the checkout kept shaking her head as she punched in the prices of each item on the old cash register. Sato marveled at it. The thing was a manual register. It made a whirring sound as she added items. A whirring sound… 
 
    “Did you pick some candy, Taiki?”  
 
    He looked up at his mom and smiled, holding up a package of strawberry Pocky. 
 
    “I should have known.” She took it and handed it to the clerk. She had to be a hundred years old, he thought, as she punched the price into her register and pressed a button. The machine made a whirring noise, and he was handed back his treat. He smiled huge and hugged his mom.  
 
    “I said 442 pesos, young man.”  
 
    Sato blinked and looked at the clerk, who was in turn staring at him with a hint of concern on her face. Sato blinked, holding onto the memory. My mother, he thought. Her face was clear in his mind. He felt unshed tears in his eyes. He could remember his mother! 
 
    “You don’t have enough money, do you?” the clerk asked.  
 
    With an effort, Sato brought himself to the present. He pulled out their money and began looking through it. “I only have 260 pesos,” he said. She shook her head. “But I have a thousand quetzal, too.”  
 
    “We don’t like to take them,” the woman said. Then she looked at him and smiled. “The lobsters for your girlfriend?”  
 
    He almost said no, then stopped himself. “Yes,” he lied. “It’s our…anniversary!”  
 
    “Oh, that’s sweet. Okay,” she said and reached under her register. It was a chart with all manner of Central American currency. She calculated the exchange and took his money, giving him change in pesos.  
 
    “Thank you so much, she’ll be so pleased.” 
 
    The bags were heavy and unwieldly, mostly because of the gallons of water holding the lobsters. The butcher warned him that the lobsters would only live for a few hours, and to cook them soon for the best flavor.  
 
    Luckily he was only a short distance from the hotel. He had to stop twice to rest his arms. “I’m not used to carrying stuff in gravity,” he admitted to himself. The hotel was in view, so he bucked up, lifted the heavy bags, and continued on.  
 
    The clerk was doing some sort of paperwork at the desk. He nodded when Sato went by, so Sato nodded back and walked to their room. The truck hadn’t moved, but the door to their room was open. He stopped in the doorway, the dim interior harder to see in. Then he saw a tiny figure lying on the floor, its head covered with Nemo’s bud, arms writhing and flashing with scintillating patterns of light. A familiar doll was lying next to the figure.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Sato said, and dropped the bags. “What did you do?”  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick came alert instantly at the sound of Sato’s concerned voice and the bags hitting the floor with an unusual plopping sound. His pinplant-augmented memory immediately produced a playback of his surroundings for the last several hours. He was horrified by what he saw.  
 
    When he’d decided to sleep, Rick had set several criteria for being awoken. Anyone breaking into the room, of course. A call from Sato. The truck being messed with. Those were the criteria of alert. Anything else would just be observed. He’d needed to do this because as soon as Sato left, the Nemo bud had started to crawl around the room, exploring.  
 
    Rick decided the under-sized Wrogul couldn’t unlock the door, so he didn’t set up an alert for the cephalopod’s movement. He wasn’t alerted to the alien’s wanderings, but they were recorded.  
 
    The bud slithered around the room, examining the bed, squirming up onto it, and across the sheets. It moved onto the dresser and found the old-style television. It turned it on and watched some of the Spanish language programs. Getting bored, it then took the back panel off the television and took the control board apart.  
 
    “Primitive,” it decided and left the machine in pieces.  
 
    A sound outside the door attracted it, and the bud quickly slithered down to the floor and across the room. It listened at the door. Rick’s hearing could only detect a voice, but not the words spoken. After a moment, the bud moved right to the edge of the door. There was a gap underneath. No more than five millimeters. A tiny gap even to the small Wrogul.  
 
    First a tentacle explored the gap, getting the measure of it. A moment later, the entire body began to squeeze through. In bare moments, with a slight squishing sound, it was through and outside.  
 
    Several minutes passed, then the door opened slowly. No breaking took place; the lock could clearly be heard clicking from a key. Rick slept on as the little girl walked in, her head covered completely by the Wrogul.  
 
    She walked to the open tank and bent over, submerging her head in the water for a long minute. Then she stood, walked to the center of the room, sat on the floor, and lay down. The only movement afterwards was the slight pulsing of the Wrogul’s mantle as it used the water it had just gathered to breathe, the girl’s own respiration, and two of the alien’s tentacles penetrating her skull.  
 
    Rick hadn’t laid down on the bed; he didn’t need to. The armor locked itself in place, and he simply sat in the chair while his biological body slept. At Sato’s exclamation, he came instantly alert, replayed the last several hours in an instant, and cursed.  
 
    “Damn it, what’s it doing?” he said, and moved with blinding speed toward the Wrogul.  
 
    “No, stop!” Sato snapped just before Rick would have grabbed a tentacle to pull it away from the little girl. “Look at the tentacles.” He knelt next to the pair and carefully pointed at the girl’s temples. Two of the Wrogul’s tentacles went into her skull, one on either side of the temples.  
 
    “What’s it doing?” Rick asked.  
 
    Sato sighed and shook his head. “I have no idea. We should have locked it up before I left.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it could get out,” Rick admitted. He reviewed the memory again. “Damn thing went through a gap under the door this big.” He made a tiny space with his fingers.  
 
    Sato nodded. “They have almost no bones in their body, just like Earth’s octopus. I remember…seeing…”  
 
    “Sato!” Rick snapped, bringing the other man around. “Now isn’t the time. What do we do?”  
 
    Sato moved his translator from inside his shirt to outside so it could see the Wrogul’s pulsing colors.  
 
    “It’s not talking,” Rick said. “I already read the color patterns.”  
 
    “Nemo’s bud,” Sato said, shaking his head. “It needs a name; this makes it harder. What are you doing?”  
 
    The two tentacles withdrew from the child’s head with no sound, leaving behind only a tiny trace of blood. Rick cringed slightly at the sight. The Wrogul slid back and onto the floor while the little girl’s eyes opened and blinked up at the roof.  
 
    “My Nina!”  
 
    “Oh, hell,” Rick said as the old cleaning woman swept Sato out of the way and charged into the room, sweeping the girl into her arms like she was a ragdoll. She wiped the tiny amount of blood away and cried, “What have you done to my Nina?”  
 
    “I-I’m fine, Nana,” the little girl said quietly. Nina took her grandmother’s face in her hand and turned it toward her. “I see you, Nana. I see you!” 
 
    “W-what? You can see? How?”  
 
    Nina pointed at the Wrogul, who by then had slithered back up its support tank and was floating on the surface of the water, content colors flashing benignly. The girl waved at the alien, who lifted a tentacle and waved back. She smiled and laughed.  
 
    “He cured the girl’s blindness?” Rick asked, looking between the two.  
 
    “Apparently,” Sato agreed.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Nobody understands the mechanisms of how a Wrogul does what it does.” Sato stared at the flashing alien. “We don’t even know how they think.”  
 
    “I don’t know how, but thank you!” the grandmother said. She looked from Sato to Rick, doing a slight double take at his glowing blue eyes, and fled with the girl in her arms before Rick or Sato could say a word.  
 
    “Could you say something before you go performing brain surgery next time?” Rick asked the bud. It looked like the bud was asleep, floating in the tank and only emanating gentle meaningless lights at random. Snoring? “I don’t think this is going to play out well,” he said.  
 
    Sato went back to the door and picked up the heavily-laden bags, moving to the room’s old and worn dresser. For the first time, Rick noticed the man’s dress. It was an amazing transformation, to say the least. If the scientist had walked past him on the street outside, Rick doubted he would have recognized him. The only thing incongruous about his dress was the floppy hat pulled low over his face. It hid his Japanese features well, though.  
 
    “Good disguise,” Rick said.  
 
    “Thanks,” Sato replied as he laid out the food he’d brought. “An old shopkeeper set me up.” 
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “She thought I was here to fight the Mercenary Guild. Her son is a merc, and she doesn’t know where he is, or if he’s even alive. I didn’t tell her she was wrong.”  
 
    “Lucky she didn’t call the police,” Rick said.  
 
    “I get the feeling there is no love for the invading mercs here.”  
 
    “You’re probably correct.” Rick looked through the food, noting the two lobsters waving their antennae at him, then the fruits and vegetables Sato had brought. “No meat?” Sato moved some apples aside to reveal a pack of beef jerky. “Good enough.” The two began eating.  
 
    Once Rick was full, he closed his helmet and belched. Mostly fruit and veggies, with a little beef jerky. Apparently Sato wasn’t much for meat himself. He shrugged. To each their own. His hunger was satiated, and his armor said vital materials were being replenished. He even felt rested after his sleep. He felt almost optimistic.  
 
    Shortly after they finished eating, the Wrogul stirred and bright blue eyes looked around. Complex flashes of multicolored lights followed. “Hello, Rick and Sato.” 
 
    “You were supposed to stay in the room,” Rick snapped immediately. 
 
    “I sensed an injured being and wanted to help.”  
 
    “You should have woken Rick,” Sato said.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because you’re irresponsible,” Rick said. Sato cringed and gave him a sidelong look. “It’s true. You admitted it. Nemo, and if I understand, this is basically Nemo, never, ever showed the slightest inclination to exercise self-control in just about anything.” Rick smacked his chest with a metallic clunk. “I’m a walking, talking example. He couldn’t cure my brain injury after one try, so he fucking grew extra Rick Culpers to experiment with.” 
 
    “Your words suggest you are not pleased with this,” Nemo’s bud said.  
 
    “I’m pleased I’m alive, of course. I don’t remember dying. I know it was an important mission where I died, mostly because Sato shared the log entries with me. But you mass produced me after my death. You didn’t do it to…what, resurrect me?” 
 
    “No, I was experimenting.” 
 
    “Oh, so you admit it.” 
 
    “Why would I not?” The translator rendered the Wrogul’s words with a deadpan tone, leaving Rick with no doubt the Wrogul had no issue with what it was doing. “Nemo was doing vital research on the Human genome and understanding the somewhat unique operating mechanisms of your intelligence.”  
 
    “Making a small army of Rick Culpers was wrong,” Sato said quietly. 
 
    “Nemo and you had numerous conversations about these ideas of right and wrong. He even conceded that, in some cases, such a code of morals makes sense. However in this case, Rick Culper was dead. What difference was there if he tinkered with the leftovers?”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Rick hissed. One of the blue eyes found him, and he shivered inside the armor at the gaze. “We believe we exist from a divine spark,” Rick said. There, I said it, so I guess I believe it. 
 
    “Divine spark,” Nemo’s bud repeated. “Are you speaking of a religious belief?” Rick nodded, and a tentacle pointed at him. “You are referring to a mortal soul; is this the correct term?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rick replied, struggling with a growing anger.  
 
    “I would ask you then, why are you here?”  
 
    “Because you grew me,” Rick snapped. “Grew a bunch of mes.”  
 
    “Of course, that is obvious. No, I mean you, the soul of Rick Culper. If it exists, how are you here? Shouldn’t this soul have moved on to whatever you believe comes afterwards? Heaven? Nirvana? The Summerland? Valhalla? Yet here you are.”  
 
    Rick ground his teeth inside the armor, glad the Wrogul couldn’t see him, because he was sure the look on his face was one of feckless consternation. “That little girl wasn’t dead,” Rick said as evenly as he could. “She didn’t need to be brought back.” 
 
    “She was blind from a head injury some time ago. I fixed it.”  
 
    “Did you ask her?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Rick turned his head and speared Sato with a glare. “Give me one good reason not to leave that thing here now and just get on with whatever you want to do here?” The Wrogul looked at both men but didn’t say anything in its defense.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Sato asked the bud. “Really, no hinting about a trip to Azure or anything.”  
 
    The Wrogul looked at Sato for a long time, its mantle rhythmically pumping oxygenated water through its gills. “Nemo knew you were on a voyage of discovery. The pinplants he installed for you aren’t a new design, they’re the same ones he removed from your brain many years ago.” 
 
    “What?” Sato asked. The words all made sense, but the statements didn’t.  
 
    The bud paused again, though not as long this time. “I’m here because he thought you’d need him, but he couldn’t leave. As soon as the pinplants were replaced, you started remembering things, correct?” Sato nodded. “That’s why you’re here. I’m predicting a 99% probability we’re on Earth because that’s where your story starts.”  
 
    Rick looked from the Wrogul to Sato and back. In a way, it was good to hear his suspicions about Sato’s mental health were valid. The pinplants were the key, so it would seem. “Why don’t you remove the pinplants?” he suggested.  
 
    “No,” they both said at the same time, though the bud’s words were delayed by a fraction of a second by their translators.  
 
    “Then what do we do?” he insisted.  
 
    “Continue on,” Sato said. “All of us.” Rick cursed and went out the door into the afternoon heat.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “He’s upset with me,” the bud said.  
 
    “Well, you basically reminded him he’s just a meat sack, and then questioned his religion.”  
 
    “Religion is questionable,” the bud replied, again deadpan.  
 
    “So are you,” Sato said. If Wrogul had eyelids, it would probably be blinking them at him in confusion. It was amusing enough to make him laugh. “You hungry, bud of a friend?” 
 
    “Yes, are those huge crustaceans for me?”  
 
    “Lobsters,” Sato said, “and yes. They aren’t too big?”  
 
    “Not at all. One at a time, please?”  
 
    Sato nodded and picked up one of the bags. The lobster was maybe 40 centimeters from head to tail. Its large claws were bound closed with rubber bands. He carefully opened the bag and upended the contents into the Wrogul’s tank. There were a couple of small bluish colored lights at the bottom of the support tank. Sato could just see the lobster settle at the bottom and begin examining its new surroundings.  
 
    The Wrogul slid off the side and fully into the water. As soon as it began diving, the lobster sensed a predator and tried to flee. There was nowhere to go. Nemo’s bud seized the crustacea and pulled it into a many-tentacled embrace. Even through the water Sato heard cracking shell and could see some discoloration enter the environment.  
 
    Whatever filtration system kept the water clean quickly pulled the pollution away, along with little bits of cracked shell, an antenna, a bunch of legs, etc. “Adios,” Sato said to the departed lobster. The bud surfaced a few seconds later.  
 
    “The other too, please?”  
 
    Sato nodded and sent lobster #2, which was a little bigger, to the same fate as the first one. It took the Wrogul a little longer to finish that one off before surfacing.  
 
    “What about the shells?”  
 
    “The support unit can handle them.” 
 
    “Not in my design,” Sato said, his eyes narrowing.  
 
    “No, Nemo improved them.” 
 
    “I can’t keep calling you Nemo’s bud,” Sato said.  
 
    “You don’t have to. I finished reading the books, and I’ve picked the name Dakkar.”  
 
    Something tickled at the back of Sato’s mind, but it didn’t form into a complete thought or memory, so he accessed the Aethernet. Dakkar had a number of entries, from a region in the African nation of Senegal, some 21st century fiction, to a number of musical references. However, the oldest reference was certainly the one the Wrogul meant.  
 
    “The secret identity of Captain Nemo?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Precisely. Prince Dakkar was an East Indian prince Captain Nemo used as an alias.” 
 
    “So Nemo comes from you? Doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “I was going for book order,” Dakkar said. “Dakkar appeared in Mysterious Island, which was a crossover sequel to Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.”  
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “It has an interesting feel, Dakkar, in my language. I think Nemo would approve.” 
 
    “That’s your name,” Sato said with a shrug. He came back to the tank with the little package of seaweed. It had thawed in the intervening time. “Is this okay?”  
 
    “I cannot translate the language,” Dakkar said.  
 
    Sato rendered the Japanese into Wrogul for him.  
 
    “I’ll try it,” was the pronouncement.  
 
    Sato opened the package and held it at water level. Dakkar used a tentacle to pluck a piece and take it underwater to his mouth parts. There was a delay, as he sampled it for his liking.  
 
    “It is obviously old and has been frozen; however, the nutrients are welcome. Please put it in the water, but not with the plastic?” 
 
    “Sure,” Sato said and dumped it in.  
 
    Dakkar continued to perch on the edge of the tank, plucking pieces of seaweed from the surface of the water where it floated, and regarded Sato. “What does religion do for you?”  
 
    “Me personally? I don’t really have any religion,” Sato said. I don’t think I do, anyway. Did I before? He tried thinking about the pinplants he had now. Nothing.  
 
    “No, for Humans. Religion, and the dispute over it, has caused incalculable death among your species.”  
 
    “Not just our species,” Sato cautioned him. “Many species. The Zuul are deeply religious; they fought a war of reconciliation thousands of years ago before the Three Songs came about.” He stopped. Where did that come from? 
 
    “Precisely what I mean; what good can come of it?”  
 
    “On Earth, religion led to both Dark Ages, and some of the greatest periods of enlightenment for our species’ history. It is, without a doubt, a double-edged sword. So I guess the answer is, I don’t have an answer. To some, it gives a reason to hate; for others, it gives a reason to hope; and for still more, it gives a reason for…everything.”  
 
    Dakkar listened patiently as Sato explained, slowly catching bits of seaweed and consuming it.  
 
    “Can you tell me about how we met?”  
 
    “Not yet,” Dakkar said.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re Nemo’s bud, all right. Why not?”  
 
    “Because we decided to wait.” 
 
    “Wait for what?”  
 
    “If I told you, it would spoil the surprise.” 
 
    If Sato hadn’t known Wrogul don’t have lips, he would have sworn the alien had an ear-to-ear grin. Someone knocked on the door.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick wasn’t going anywhere; he was just pissed. Right in the middle of the confrontation with the alien—religion being the issue, of course—he’d remembered his childhood, starting with Sunday School and proceeding into early religious school. When his father had left the picture, his mother couldn’t afford the school anymore, which was when he went to public school and met… 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he snarled as he walked. “I can’t remember a friend from my childhood, but I remember Sunday School?” Someone walking the opposite direction missed a step and gawked at him as Rick stomped past.  
 
    Rick tried to remember as much as he could as he wandered. He recalled how he’d largely stopped going to church after growing into his teens. How his mother had been so disappointed when he’d taken an interest in becoming a mercenary. What else could he do? He was smarter than average, with no drive for a particular science or trade. What he did have was physical ability. The thoughts of whatever religion he’d had ended at his leaving for training. 
 
    “Take this,” his mother had said, holding out a golden medallion.  
 
    “Your Saint Christopher medal,” Rick said in confusion. “The one grandpa gave you before he died?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said, taking his hand and pressing it into his palm.  
 
    “But…I don’t know if I—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, closing his hand over it. “He believes in you.”  
 
    “I wonder where the medal is?” Rick wondered aloud. Destroyed on a Winged Hussars ship? Had he had it with him when he died, so it was only atoms? In some anonymous box of personal items back in New Warsaw? “I guess it doesn’t really matter. Not like it did me any good.” 
 
    He was about to turn a corner when his armor’s automatic systems stopped him in his tracks. A threat alarm was going off. He backed up to put the brick building to his right between the perceived threat and himself, then evaluated it. A drone of some kind, sweeping down a side street. What was the chance of a surveillance drone in Tuxtla Gutiérrez? Less than zero.  
 
    A pair of young men had been playing a game with sticks in the street, and they’d stopped to gawk at him. Rick lifted his index finger over his mouth and said, “Shhhh.” Their eyes bugged out, and they ran. Subtle, he thought.  
 
    Since his armor was literally covered in sensors, he didn’t have to do the classic ‘head around the corner’ maneuver to look. Rick just held his hand around the corner. The sensor data wasn’t dense, but he didn’t need much. What he got was like a wireframe drawing in black and white of the street, people, cars, and the drone in question.  
 
    The drone was a block away, hovering around a box truck. The truck was surprisingly similar to the one they’d driven across Central America in, which immediately caught his attention. A pair of people were gesturing at the drone, which took no notice of them. Since he wasn’t the center of the drone’s interest, Rick moved around the corner so he could get a better view of it.  
 
    <Type 19 Zuul Surveillance Drone> 
 
    Rick looked at the specs for the drone. It was capable of independent operation for 96 hours or more and could cover 2,500 kilometers. It used a tiny nuclear decay battery and could carry a variety of payloads. This one appeared to have a satellite uplink, as well as a small weapon he couldn’t identify. This wasn’t the sort of thing you found in rural southern Mexico. He doubted the government here could afford to field them. His pinplants said they ran upwards of 20,000 credits apiece, but also required a service cart for every six, and those ran another 5,000 credits.  
 
    Maybe the Republic could have these, Rick thought. Or Sato’s ex-girlfriend? She seemed to be tied into the planet’s intelligence assets.  
 
    The two people were a man and a women who’d climbed out of the box truck. It had markings indicating it was from a farm. The model looked identical to the one he’d bought that was parked back at the hotel. Uh, oh. Even a block away, Rick could hear the man screaming at the drone and making rude gestures. He clearly wasn’t happy about something. Rick took a closer look at the truck and saw its front tire was smoldering. The drone must have shot it out.  
 
    The drone continued to hover in front of the truck, not moving. The man had had enough; he stooped over and picked up a rock. A bolt of electricity arced out and hit the man, who dropped like a felled tree. The woman screamed.  
 
    “That’s enough,” Rick said and raised his arm. The lasers contained in his arm weren’t powerful. They were, however, precise, and invisible to the naked eye. The 250-kilowatt infrared laser hit the drone directly in one of its six impellers, destroying it. The drone slewed violently sideways, and Rick saw its weapon spin around, searching for the attacker. Can you fly with only five? How about four? He fired again. The shot cut off two arms holding the impellers, and the drone crashed to the road.  
 
    He jogged down the side street toward the wreckage. He guessed Sato could tease some secrets from its brain. The woman was screaming and shaking her husband. “He’ll be okay,” Rick said to her. “It was a stunner.” She wasn’t listening, so he went to the downed and smoking drone. “How do I deactivate this th—” 
 
    Kaboom! The drone exploded with more force than Rick would have expected. The shock wave knocked him back a meter and blew out the windshield of the farm truck, along with every store front window for a block in both directions.  
 
    The armor’s automatic systems kept him on his feet; stabilizing blades instantly extended and dug furrows into the concrete. He steadied himself and walked to the crater in the roadbed. <Approximate yield—1kg K2>  
 
    He swept the immediate area for any signs of casualties. The closest had been the stunned man and the woman, neither of whom appeared to be wounded. The charge had to have been a self-destruct, or it would have been packed with an advanced shrapnel payload. He was pretty sure it hadn’t seen him, but its presence left only one conclusion. Someone knew they were here.  
 
    Rick walked over to check on the man. A quick scan showed his vitals were steady. The truck was the worse for wear. He dug a 100-credit chit from his trench coat pocket and sat it next to the women, who stared at it in confusion. “For the damages,” he said, then turned and quickly walked back toward the hotel.  
 
    He had to use the navigational aid to find it. He was surprised to see he’d walked four kilometers. Still close enough.  
 
    <Mr. Sato, we need to be ready to leave.> 
 
    <What’s wrong?> Sato replied immediately. Rick explained the encounter. <Oh, yeah, that’s a problem. But we can’t leave immediately.> 
 
    <We’ll just buy another vehicle,> Rick said.  
 
    <That’s not it.> 
 
    <Then what’s going on?> 
 
    <It’s easier to show you. Get back ASAP.> Sato cut the connection, 
 
    “Damn it,” Rick growled and hurried his pace.  
 
    He didn’t want to run, not when he now knew there were eyes on them. He settled for a somewhat conspicuous half-jog, which chewed up the intervening kilometers in only 15 minutes. As he turned the corner into the hotel parking area and their truck came into view, so did a line of people outside their hotel room. “You have got to be kidding me.” Rick came to a stop and gawked. At least 20 people were milling around outside their room. 
 
    He scanned the crowd and vehicles, looking for police, military, or anyone who might be armed and dangerous. To the contrary, everyone looked like locals. My God, what has Sato done this time? 
 
    Rick slowed his approach so he appeared to be walking up, and not racing into a confrontation. With his enhanced senses, he could easily hear the people’s conversations.  
 
    “I believe it’s from Saint Francis,” a man said.  
 
    “I think maybe Saint Clement, or Saint Beuno.” 
 
    “No, it’s Archangel Raphael himself!” a woman said reverently. A woman Rick recognized as the grandmother of the girl the bud had healed.  
 
    Rick gently pushed through the crowd, getting several complaints that he should wait his turn, and more than few shocked exclamations when they felt his metallic armor. As he reached the door, a young boy was being led out by a crying man and woman. Both were repeating thanks and said, “Santo del Mar.” Saint of the Sea was the translation for Rick.  
 
    “Sato,” Rick said, saying it loud enough so they’d hear him. He was still several people from the door and didn’t want to crack any ribs getting through.  
 
    Sato’s head came around the doorframe, eyes scanning the crowd. When he saw Rick, his expression turned to recognition, then chagrin. “Rick, things got out of hand.” 
 
    “No shit?” Rick said.  
 
    “Please, let him through,” Sato said in Spanish. “He is Santo del Mar’s guardaespaldas.”  
 
    Rick’s translator said the last was roughly bodyguard. He guessed he was indeed a bodyguard. The crowd parted, both at Sato’s words, and from turning to look at Rick. Some whispered to each other, and others crossed themselves and fell back as if Rick were brandishing a flaming sword.  
 
    Inside their room, a teenage boy was sitting in front of the bud’s watery home, with the Wrogul perched on the edge, two of its tentacles embedded in the boy’s head. “Sato, what the fuck?” 
 
    “The old lady with the kid came back,” Sato explained, holding his hands out for patience. “Her sister had an inoperable brain tumor. Dakkar took it out in like 10 seconds.”  
 
    “Dakkar? What?”  
 
    “Oh, that’s his name,” Sato indicated the Wrogul. “He chose a name.”  
 
    Rick wanted to know more about the name, but he wanted to know more about how the grandmother’s sister had turned into enough people for a soccer game. “Okay, and the crowd?”  
 
    Sato gave a sheepish grin. “I think they both called all their friends and relatives. The Republic doesn’t have a medical center down here; the closest is Coatzacoalcos, 350 kilometers north.” 
 
    “So you just opened Dakkar’s Wrogul Free Clinic?”  
 
    Sato looked chastened. “That wasn’t the plan. After he helped the sister, a girl with a deformed heart valve was brought in, then another girl who couldn’t hear. By the time I realized they weren’t just showing up, we had a line…” He looked confused and made a helpless gesture. “These people need help.” 
 
    “So do we,” Rick said, and sent a clipped video of his encounter with the drone through their pinplants.  
 
    “A Zuul design,” Sato said immediately. “They’re expensive.”  
 
    “Yes, and someone sent one after us.”  
 
    Sato’s eyes slid out of focus.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Hacking into the city’s air traffic control system. The world government set up a planetary system some years ago when fliers became common after the fifth starport opened.” His eyes darted around for a moment, then he shook his head. “Yeah, there are a dozen of them around here. We’re made, all right. Damn it, must have been the girl.” 
 
    “And you don’t know why she wants you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sato agreed. By then the Wrogul had withdrawn his tentacles from the boy, who was standing and walking as the crowd applauded.  
 
    Rick spotted a wheelchair by the door. Another miraculous healing. Swell. “We need to get out of here.” By the looks of the small crowd, Dakkar had finished working his way through all of them. There was a small trashcan next to the tank which had a pile of…things that looked suspiciously like bloody pieces of meat. Despite having been in combat many times, including having his own arm cut off by a laser, he felt his gorge rise.  
 
    A new man and woman moved to the front of the milling crowd. Rick instantly recognized them as the two with the disabled box truck, the ones assailed by the Zuul drone. The woman now held a little girl in her arms. Rick was certain it was Dakkar’s first healing candidate, Nina. One hell of a coincidence, Rick thought.  
 
    A quick discussion took place outside, with Nina’s mother and father pointing at Rick, while Nina waved at Dakkar, who lazily waved back. “What were you thinking?” Rick asked Dakkar, his translator flashing the appropriate color patterns. Nina laughed and pointed when she saw it. 
 
    “They seemed to need help,” Dakkar replied. “All the ailments were immediately treatable. It’s pathetic they weren’t already taken care of, considering the availability of Galactic Union medical science on this planet.”  
 
    Nina’s grandmother made another appearance, this time with a man of similar age with skin the texture of tree bark, testimony of untold hours in the harsh middle latitude’s sun.  
 
    “They waste a lot of money on social programs,” Rick said, half to himself. In the United States, the government had set up a chain of stores whose sole purpose was distributing free consumer goods to anyone who lived there, paid for by the taxes on mercenary income. Those same taxes had become so egregious, the Winged Hussars, his last outfit, had vowed never to come back.  
 
    “These sorts of cures aren’t expensive,” Dakkar continued.  
 
    “Priorities can get skewed when politics are involved,” Sato said, catching the conversation.  
 
    The grandmother pointed at Dakkar and said, “Santo del Mar.” The man, likely her husband, nodded and moved into the room.  
 
    “I beg forgiveness for intruding,” he said. “I wanted to come see the miracle giver myself, and to thank him, or it, for helping my Nina.” He looked at Dakkar with a mixture of wonder and apprehension. “Everyone thinks you are some kind of saint,” he said, then pointed at Rick, “while that is a divine manifestation. My son and his wife, Nina’s parents, said you saved them from an alien machine, and they think you’re an angel.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Rick asked him.  
 
    The man’s face grew a wry smile. “I think it’s an alien, though I don’t know what kind. I’ve heard of one in Houston who can put computers in your brain. It was described as a glowing octopus.” He glanced at Dakkar. “I see a glowing octopus. You,” he said to Sato, “are its guide, or something. This other person is your protector. It is not a CASPer; they are much bulkier. Is there a man inside?” 
 
    “There is,” Rick confirmed.  
 
    “Your observations are very astute.”  
 
    “I’ve run businesses all my life, starting as a farmer, then a mechanic, and moved on to logistics. You meet aliens and see alien technology. But this is a small town, and when many see such wonders, our Catholic upbringing kicks in. The Spanish, they made us Christian, but we kept much of our older beliefs covered in the new beliefs. Gods, saints, goddesses, spirits…” He shrugged. “We see what we want to see.”  
 
    He put a hand lovingly on Nina’s head. “When she was two, she fell from the porch and hit her head. At first the doctors said her vision would come back, but it didn’t. By the time I was able to take her to a hospital, they said the damage was done. They don’t want to use the miniature machines, nanites, on her because she’s only five years old now. Yet in the same voice, they say the longer it goes, the harder it is to cure. I’ve been putting away money to pay someone in a startown to do it anyway.” He held out a handful of credits, Rick guessed over a thousand. Quite a fortune for such a small town. “You take it.”  
 
    “We really don’t need your credits,” Sato said.  
 
    “But we appreciate the gesture,” Rick added quickly as the man’s face began to harden.  
 
    “Then what can I do for you? Don Gutierrez is a man of his word, and you have given me a gift beyond measure.”  
 
    “Unless you can somehow get us out of here without the other drones flying around finding us?” Sato shrugged, and Rick grimaced.  
 
    “You are wanted?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato again answered immediately.  
 
    <Stop telling everyone we’re here illegally,> Rick admonished him over their pinplants.  
 
    But Don Gutierrez nodded and made a noise. “I see.” He glanced at his son. “The truck outside is yours?” Sato kept quiet for a time. “Obviously it is, and that explains why Hector’s truck was attacked. Same model. Where do you have to be?”  
 
    “Anywhere in America,” Rick said, breaking his own rule. He’d suddenly gotten the feeling the dice were rolling in their favor for a change.  
 
    The man gave the same nod and turned to the crowd. In a flash he was pointing at men and giving orders. “Victor, get their truck out of here. Head along the main highway. Drive fast, make it obvious. When they stop you, say you stole it. I’ll take care of the federales. Chico, go get another truck. Make it as new as possible, with enough room for our friends here. The rest of you, go be lookouts. We cannot appear to be a crowd. These punta will be here soon if we don’t cause a distraction.” 
 
    He turned to Sato and Rick. “As soon as the other truck arrives, we’ll take you to my place. I’ll get you to America if it’s the last thing I do.”  
 
    Sato turned to Rick and gave him a shit-eating grin. Rick sighed. There’ll be no living with him now.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato was blown away at the speed of Don Gutierrez and his arrangements. He, Rick, and Dakkar were in the back of a covered pickup truck inside 15 minutes. He didn’t see them drive their truck away, or the locals acting as lookouts while the three made good their escape. The only problem was, inside the bed of the truck, he had no idea where they were going. The ride took longer than arranging it had—half an hour. During the intermittently bumpy ride, Sato had plenty of time to wonder what came next. Gutierrez seemed to have a lot of friends and respect in the community, but how would that equate to getting them to the United States? 
 
    He imagined riding a thousand kilometers in the back of the same truck, or in a cattle car, split up in the trunks of three rusty old cars, or even in a horse-drawn wagon. The image of the latter made him quietly chuckle.  
 
    The truck rumbled to a stop, and the rear doors to the bed were opened. A pair of young men looked in on them with as much curiosity as they looked out. Sato could see they were parked next to a large building he thought was a barn. The young men reached in and helped him out. Once he was standing on the gravel next to the truck, he realized it wasn’t a barn. It was a hangar. 
 
    He tried to find Don Gutierrez. There was no sign of him. “Is this an airport?” Sato asked one of the young men. The man didn’t respond, instead pointing to the nearest door of the hangar. He checked his pinplants’ navigational information and, to his surprise, found he couldn’t pin himself. 
 
    “Is your navigation messed up?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Sato confirmed. “I didn’t think that was possible.”  
 
    “Not with tech you’d find in southern Mexico,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato began to suspect there was more to Don Gutierrez than met the eye.  
 
    The two young men unloaded Dakkar’s support tank, joined by three older men on a forklift, who loaded the tank onto a cargo pallet—a pallet of a design Sato found familiar.  
 
    Don Gutierrez appeared in the hangar doorway, smiling and bidding them to come in. Sato glanced at Rick, who shrugged. As usual, his armored bodyguard wasn’t overly concerned. He followed Rick’s lead once more.  
 
    “Welcome, my friends. Come inside, please. I’m certain the alien drones are distracted, but I don’t know for how long.” They did as he asked, passing through the doors and finding themselves in a building more modern than they’d been expecting. In fact, two women sat at desks with modern slates projecting Tri-V spreadsheets.  
 
    “Don Gutierrez, what business are you in?” Sato asked. 
 
    “Shipping,” the man said with a serious expression. 
 
    “Your facility looks quite old and worn,” Sato said. “Plus you’re jamming the Republic’s GPS system, which is supposed to be impossible.” 
 
    “Impossible, of course,” Gutierrez said, the look on his face never faltering. “If you would both sit and enjoy some refreshments, I need to complete your travel arrangements.”  
 
    Sato sat, amazed at the man’s presentation. He felt like he was waiting to board a commercial flight, instead of a hidden modern hangar in remote rural Mexico. Even so, they both sat in two of several comfortable chairs scattered along one wall of the office. 
 
    “What about our…friend?” Rick asked.  
 
    “The container is in the hangar waiting for loading. Is the Santo del Mar okay for a few hours?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sato confirmed. “How long before we join him on your plane?”  
 
    “Not long,” Don Gutierrez said and smiled. “Trust me, you are safe here.” Without further explanation, he left through another door.  
 
    “You know he’s a smuggler or something,” Rick said. He spoke quietly but didn’t use their pinplant link.  
 
    “Or something,” Sato agreed. He was experiencing a growing feeling of déjà vu, but unlike a few times before, the feelings weren’t accompanied by memories, not even fractured and confusing ones. My mind is really a mess. It was becoming plain just how bad since Nemo installed the new pinplants. “I guess we just wait.”  
 
    Rick nodded and took one of the seats. The plush leather armchair gave a slight creak as Rick settled into it. The Æsir armor wasn’t incredibly heavy, but it weighed twice as much as an adult man by itself. “Comfy,” Rick quipped as he sank deeply into the chair.  
 
    Sato gave a little chuckle and passed the time looking around.  
 
    “Why don’t we get the bud, I mean Dakkar, pinplants?” Rick asked.  
 
    “You can’t until they’re mature enough. They’re a perfect copy of the original, but with fewer neural links. Takes time for it to grow to full size and the capacity to accept the hardware.” Rick nodded in understanding, and Sato wondered how he knew the information without thinking about it.  
 
    The sea was as blue as it was possible to imagine the color, with tiny whitecaps whipping across the bay, and a sailing ship slicing through the water only a kilometer offshore. He looked down at the support unit to see the Wrogul slithering out of the surf and up over the unit’s tracks. Clinging to it was a tiny version of itself, identical in every way.  
 
    “You’ve budded,” Sato said.  
 
    “I have. Thank you for waiting.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” He looked at the bud. “Welcome to Azure,” he said, triggering his pinplants to send the visual color flashes, because the bud didn’t have its parent’s pinplants.  
 
    “Thank you, Taiki.”  
 
     Sato blinked in the dim office lights. The startlingly blue waters had been so real, he could still feel them lapping up on his feet. When he looked down at his shoes, he was surprised to see them dry. 
 
    “If you would follow me, please?” A woman holding a slate gestured to them from a door on the far side of the office. Nobody else at their desks took any notice of them as they got up and walked to the indicated door. Sato had to struggle to pay attention to his footsteps as he fought off the memory and tried to center himself back in the now.  
 
    They walked down a short hallway, past several doors, to a heavy steel door that looked almost like a pressure door on a starship. The woman slipped her hand into an alcove, and the door clicked and rotated inward for her.  
 
    <Impressive security,> Rick commed. 
 
    Sato nodded. He couldn’t see enough to be sure; it could be an imbedded microchip in the woman’s hand, advanced biometrics, or she’d entered a code on a hidden keypad. There was no way to be sure. Besides, he wasn’t as interested when he saw the interior of the hangar. “Holy crap,” he said.  
 
    “Is that a Phoenix-class dropship?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sato agreed.  
 
    “I thought they were out of service.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Sato said. “They made thousands of them, so a lot of poor merc units have been using them. I think a few governments own them for military and civilian search and rescue. Obviously some were sold privately as well.”  
 
    The Phoenix was built around an aerodynamic central fuselage, not unlike old-fashioned airplanes. Instead of wings, it had four hybrid jet/rocket pods mounted two fore and two aft. These could swivel, allowing the Phoenix both VTOL and STOL capabilities. In cargo mode, it could carry enough fuel for two trips to LEO and back, though usually it was intended for single trips.  
 
    The dropships’ main design purpose was to carry Human mercs into combat, burning into an atmosphere at high speed, utilizing a novel low-powered nose energy shield in combination with FICS, fluid injective cooling, on the nose. With these working together, a Phoenix could perform a hot drop unequalled by any other dropship in the galaxy. The problem was, the systems weren’t terribly reliable, so the Phoenix had been phased out 20 years ago.  
 
    The ship was painted sky blue on its belly, and jet black on the fuselage and engine pods. The cockpit accommodated two crew, a pilot and a navigator/gunner who sat behind the pilot, above and to the left. On the nose, just under the cockpit, was painted the name “Chupacabra.”  
 
    “You like my ship?” Don Gutierrez asked as he came around the nose, patting it affectionately. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” Sato asked.  
 
    Don Gutierrez smiled hugely. “Colombia bought seven of them from Cartwright’s Cavaliers when they were retired. Four served in the military, two on border interdiction, and one as Colombia’s official government orbital shuttle.” 
 
    “They ride like a cattle car,” Sato observed. One of the results of the ship’s utility was a terrible atmospheric interface experience. The crews often joked the ship got its name from passengers never knowing if they were going down in flames.  
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said and laughed. “El Presidente’s first trip was his last. Since the military didn’t want another, and neither did border patrol, it went up for auction.” His smile doubled. “I had contacts in the Colombian procurement office, so I knew how much to bid.” 
 
    “Why did you want something like this?” Rick asked. “I hear they’re expensive to maintain.”  
 
    “It depends on how you fly it. If you stay in atmosphere, not so much. There are a lot of parts on the secondary market. Besides…” He looked at the craft with obvious affection. “I used to fly this one.”  
 
    “You were a Cavalier?” Rick asked.  
 
    Don Gutierrez nodded. “I was Major Hargrave’s personal pilot for 11 years, until I retired 25 years ago.”  
 
    “So you knew Thaddeus Cartwright.”  
 
    “Every Cavalier knew him and loved him. It broke my heart when I heard he’d been killed. Broke again when his bitch wife wrecked the Cavaliers. I never met his son, though I hear he’s a good man.” 
 
    Rick shook his head, and Sato turned to look at him in concern. <Are you okay?> 
 
    <Fine,> was the immediate reply. Then Rick spoke aloud, “I still don’t understand why you’d need one. They’re still expensive to operate, and there are a million small airfreight companies around. You’d have been better off buying a dozen turboprop transports for what this one probably costs.”  
 
    “I won’t explain the details of my business dealings to you,” the man said, his face becoming impassive. “And I’ll forgive your disrespect, considering the favor you did my granddaughter.” 
 
    “No disrespect intended,” Rick said quickly. “I was only confused.” 
 
    “Very well, please board.” A trio of men were bringing Dakkar’s tank and their bags up the rear loading ramp. The side personnel ladder was down, and they were being led toward it.  
 
    As they walked, Sato noticed some more movement by the rear cargo ramp. Parked by the huge hangar door were a dozen black SUVs, hydrogen-powered behemoths common for government officials or executives. Only, neither of those types stood nearby. Instead, the men all wore vests bulging with ammunition magazines, and one had a cartridge belt draped over his shoulders like an old army movie. The men carried various older automatic rifles. One of them, easily seven feet tall, had a laser rifle that had to have belonged to an Oogar. It looked big even in his arms.  
 
    The one with the laser rifle watched Rick and Sato with narrowed eyes. Like all the others, he was dark skinned, his ancestry speaking of possibly native South American descent. He looked as hard as carbon fiber reinforced armor. Sato saw that Rick had singled him out as well and never took his glowing blue eyes off of him.  
 
    <It’s making more sense now,> Sato commed.  
 
    <What’s going on?> 
 
    <Later. I’m not sure they can’t intercept us.> He knew Rick would want to know more, but the former marine was patient. Sato didn’t think you could be a marine and not have patience. The job seemed to involve a lot of waiting.  
 
    The interior of the dropship was configured for passengers and cargo. Don Gutierrez was speaking with someone at the cockpit door, who looked up at Rick and Sato as they entered, then went back to his hushed conversation. Another crewman, maybe a loadmaster, was securing Dakkar’s container on one side of the fuselage. The other was taken up by dozens of shipping cases the size of small suitcases. They were stacked on pallets, a dozen or so to each one, and wrapped with heavy camouflage cargo netting, then secured to the floor with polybands, each having a ratchet to ensure a tight fit.  
 
    “Looks like a professional loadout,” Sato noted. Rick only nodded. The cargo master came over and greeted them.  
 
    “Please take these seats up front. You’re the only passengers,” he said in Spanish.  
 
    “What’s the other cargo?” Sato asked. The man ignored the question. 
 
    “Have either of you been on a dropship?”  
 
    “Many times,” Rick answered. The man seemed to look at him for the first time and did a double take.  
 
    “Oh, okay. Please buckle in and prepare for a STOL.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Rick said and sat in the proffered seat, which creaked slightly. Sato sat next to him, and both began buckling in. By the time they were done, Don Gutierrez had come back to them.  
 
    “Takeoff is in five minutes,” he explained. “I’ve instructed Toppo to drop you off in San Antonio, his first stop.”  
 
    “Did you plan to go into drug running when you retired from Cartwright’s Cavaliers?” Rick asked. 
 
    Sato gasped out loud and glared at Rick, shocked that the man would make such an accusation. Then he thought about the tough characters and their strange cargo. The pieces fell into place seconds after Rick had put it together. 
 
    Don Gutierrez narrowed his eyes at Rick, then laughed uproariously. He looked at Rick and shook his head. “No. If you really must know, I was recruited by the Golden Horde for this job. Safe travels, and I wish you luck.” Don Gutierrez went down the loading ramp, and it closed behind him. Seconds later the Phoenix’s engines were spinning up, and they were taxiing out of the hangar.  
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think he was telling the truth?” Rick asked his travelling companion.  
 
    “About what?” Sato asked.  
 
    “All of it.”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. Rick watched as he got up and walked to the nearest stack of crates. He opened his mouth to say something then thought better of it. Sato seemed to be on a mission. The older scientist produced a little pocketknife and broke the seal on a crate he could reach through the netting. Without taking the crate out, he worked it open enough to reach inside and extract a vial, then reclosed the crate.  
 
    He turned and held it up for Rick to see. The clear glass vial was sealed with a plastic strip. On the strip was a stylized flashing star design. Inside the vial itself was a granulated material that looked like salt. Sato held it up to the nearest light, and the particles threw a rainbow of colors. “Sparkle,” he said.  
 
    Sato sat back down and quickly buckled in. The Phoenix turned tightly, and the engine noise grew to a scream. A second later it rolled forward and quickly became airborne.  
 
    Rick looked at the vial. He knew what Sparkle was. Everyone on Earth knew what it was. The government had spent billions a year on interdiction, education, and imprisonment of those involved in the trade. Sparkle had first appeared on Earth sometime after the Alpha Contracts. Rumor had it the drug was discovered on some alien world, a harmless spice to the planet’s natives. Others suggested aliens had created it to send to Earth just to fuck with Humans.  
 
    Whatever the source or the reason, it was insidious. Sparkle worked directly on pleasure receptors in the brain, creating a condition of euphoria. Depending on the purity, this condition could create deeply immersive ‘pleasure dreams,’ which eventually interfered with the user’s everyday life, becoming more desirable than real life. The name came from both the signature rainbow effect when held up to light, and a visual distortion to the user’s perceptions as it took effect. It was also highly addictive and worked on most races in the galaxy.  
 
    “That shit is bad news,” he said, nodding at the vial.  
 
    “I know,” Sato agreed.  
 
    Rick could only describe his expression as haunted. The older man opened his mouth, shook his head slightly, and closed his mouth.  
 
    “What?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Another time,” he said, his eyes losing focus.  
 
    He’s zoning out again, Rick thought.  
 
    The Phoenix leveled off after only climbing for a minute, and thrust increased. A moment later the superstructure shuddered as they passed through Mach. “Pretty low altitude,” Sato remarked. 
 
    Rick nodded gravely. Really low altitude, considering how mountainous the region was. Shortly after takeoff, their access to the global Aethernet returned, so the jamming was localized around Don Gutierrez’s hangar. Rick guessed it could have even been some device carried by the Colombian smugglers. Whatever the source, now that it was gone, he could see their location and direction of travel. North-by-northwest.  
 
    “Better tighten your straps,” Rick warned Sato. “It’s probably going to get bumpy.” 
 
    Sato didn’t question; he just did as Rick suggested. A minute later, the Phoenix nosed over and added more power. “What are they doing?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Probably going NOE—nap of the Earth—through the mountains to evade border radar.”  
 
    “Smuggler stuff,” Sato said.  
 
    Rick nodded. “We had some lessons on smuggler interdiction while I was with Mickey Finn. A lot of aliens hire mercs to stop smuggling into their systems or stolen goods out of them.”  
 
    The dropship’s maneuvering became more extreme, some of the turns pushing the Gs to four, and once to six. Of course, Rick scarcely noticed; the Æsir armor wouldn’t be strained until the G forces pushed 10. Sato was another matter, groaning every time it got above three. That was how it went for two and a half hours. By halfway through, Sato looked green. A few minutes later, he was grabbing the barf bag.  
 
    Suddenly the craft dropped, followed by a high-G pullout, and they entered level flight. The speakers in the passenger/cargo area crackled, and a voice said, “Welcome to the United States.”  
 
    “Thank God,” Sato groaned.  
 
    “I didn’t think you had religion,” Rick said.  
 
    “I might now.”  
 
    Rick knew they were passing over the endless scrub of south Texas, the land rolling by at supersonic speed. San Antonio, he remembered going there for…sports? Yes, a track meet as a freshman. There was also a debating society competition at the same time. Only he’d never been on the debate team. 
 
    Again he cursed as his brain, or the copy of his brain, struggled to make connections once damaged by a laser beam. Or the echo of an injury, which was how he thought of it. He was a copy, a clone was the closest way he could think of himself, of Rick Culper. And still, there was the question of his soul. Had Nemo brought him back from the dead, recalling his soul from heaven or hell? It wasn’t something he wanted to think about right then and there.  
 
    It wasn’t too long until the pilot came on again. “We’re landing,” he said.  
 
    “Kinda fast, aren’t we?” Sato asked.  
 
    Rick felt forward thrust cut and heard the four engine pods whine. Oh, this is going to be bad. The pilot, either a genius or a raving lunatic, let the dropship plummet for several seconds before firing the engines with a deafening roar and the worst jolt yet. Almost exactly as the engines screamed to peak power, there was an almost imperceptible bump as the gear touched down, and the engines were cut.  
 
    “Please remain seated while we taxi,” the pilot cautioned. “Sometimes we have to leave again in a hurry.” 
 
    “I bet,” Rick said aloud over Sato retching into his barf bag a final time.  
 
    “I didn’t think anything was left in my stomach,” he said, wiping his face on his sleeve.  
 
    “You get used to it,” Rick said, unbuckling and moving toward Dakkar’s module. He interfaced his pinplants with the device. “You okay in there?”  
 
    “Yes, I slept through most of the trip. The rocking was most soothing.”  
 
    “Your species should be pilots.” 
 
    “Boring profession. However, I am a qualified starship pilot from several buds ago.”  
 
    The dropship turned hard. Rick easily held his position next to the tank as it taxied some more. The tarmac was rough and uneven, making Rick wonder where exactly they were. He checked his pinplants and blinked in amazement. It appeared to be an empty field south of San Antonio. The dropship came to a stop.  
 
    “Welcome,” the pilot said, appearing at the door. He was followed by the loadmaster, who must have also been the copilot.  
 
    “I thought we were going to an airport,” Rick said.  
 
    “This is…sort of,” the loadmaster said, then he looked at the pilot and laughed.  
 
    Rick considered his options. He could easily take them both out. He couldn’t fly the dropship, didn’t know how much fuel was left, and couldn’t count on Dakkar’s assertion of its flying abilities. He could force the pilot to fly them somewhere else, but he’d have to trust them not to double cross him. Or he could do nothing and see what happened. He decided to wait and see.  
 
    The loadmaster went to the rear cargo ramp and activated it. With the whine of hydraulic motors, the ramp lowered and let in the Texas afternoon sun. Flight time from takeoff to landing had been two hours, nineteen minutes. As the ramp touched the ground, Rick could see it was grass. They’d indeed landed in a field, though he could see it stretched for at least a kilometer and looked regular. 
 
    “An abandoned airfield?” Sato guessed.  
 
    “Yes,” the pilot confirmed. “It’s called Cannon Field. Back in the early 21st, before the aliens showed up, it was used by an old vintage plane group who flew World War II prop jobs. Real old school, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sato agreed, glancing at Rick, who shrugged.  
 
    “Anyway,” the pilot continued, “those guys are long gone, but the runway is still here. We have someone mow it before we come in. Nobody out here to see us come in. Even if they do, there’s a little sub-orbital rocketport only a few kilometers north. No one is ever the wiser.” 
 
    Outside, a short convoy of trucks was rolling to a stop. The pilot and loadmaster had a manual pallet jack and were maneuvering a skid of Sparkle toward the ramp. A lot of junkies are going to be thrilled, Rick thought.  
 
    The trucks stopped just to the rear of the dropship, and men piled out. They all looked like itinerant laborers or day workers, except for four dudes with laser rifles. The workers went for the pallet of drugs, while the gangsters met the pilot.  
 
    Rick had seen plenty of movies like this. They always had tough characters facing off, testing who was the most macho, and often it ended in deadly gun battles. Instead, one of the gangsters handed the pilot a duffel bag, and they shook hands warmly.  
 
    “Is this the extra cargo?” the gangster with the bag asked, gesturing at Rick and Sato.  
 
    “Yes,” the pilot said. “Don Gutierrez would be most grateful if you would see them on their way.”  
 
    “Certainly,” the gangster said and walked over to Rick. “My, but you’re a strange one. What’s under that armor?”  
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Rick said without emotion.  
 
    “And you?” he asked Sato.  
 
    “Just a tourist,” Sato replied.  
 
    The man threw back his head and roared with laughter. “I don’t know if you’re spies, on the run, or just nuts. But I like you.” He held out a pair of keys and gestured to the newest of the four vehicles. It was a hybrid hydrogen fuel cell powered SUV, not unlike the ones the Colombians drove, except this one was dark blue. “It has a full tank, and it’s current on routine maintenance. With our compliments.”  
 
    Rick took the keys and nodded. The gangster turned toward the pilot. “Please let Don Gutierrez know Tatiana Enkh sends her regards, and the colonel will expect some favor in kind at some future time.”  
 
    The pilot nodded his understanding. Meanwhile the men had loaded the pallet of drugs and were now carrying Dakkar’s support tank to the SUV. It fit neatly in the back, and the loadmaster handed Rick their duffel bags.  
 
    “Thus we part,” the pilot said and held out a hand. “Best of luck.” 
 
    Rick shook the hand and glanced at the many more pallets of Sparkle. “I’d wish you the same, but it goes against my better judgement.”  
 
    “Boy Scout, eh?” The pilot laughed. “Sure, I get it. Never got your armored hands dirty?”  
 
    “You really don’t want to know that, either.”  
 
    The pilot grunted and offered his hand to Sato. “I’d shake the octopus’ hand, but I don’t know if I believe the stories I’ve heard. If the Don is happy, I’m good with this.” 
 
    “Thanks for an interesting ride,” Sato said and gave the pilot’s hand a quick shake. “Hope we never meet again.” 
 
    The pilot winked and headed up the ramp. In the meantime, the gangsters had piled into the three other vehicles and peeled out, leaving long tears in the freshly mowed sod. Rick and Sato walked quickly to their new vehicle; the dropship was already spinning up its engines. Moments later, the screaming drives lifted it straight up a hundred meters, the housing tilted, rotating the Phoenix in place, then it angled backwards, and the power gained in intensity. With startling speed, the old dropship shot away and was out of sight in less than a minute.  
 
    “Do we report the smuggling operation?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Not for another million credits,” Rick said. “Didn’t you catch the name the gangster dropped?” 
 
    “Enkh?” Sato said. Rick nodded. “Wait…Enkh?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Rick said. “You don’t grab a viper by the tail if you don’t want the fangs in your hand. We move on and forget the whole fuckin’ thing.” He walked to the driver’s door of the SUV. “Come on,” he said. Sato shook his head and looked at him. “We don’t know if some observant air traffic guy spotted any of this. We aren’t exactly here legally, either.” 
 
    Sato nodded and got in. The SUV started with a hum, and Rick drove away from the old airport, leaving the grass to once again grow over the wheel ruts and blast marks. Only insect sounds were left in their absence.  
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    Part II 
 
      
 
    When the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato was impressed with the vehicle, and what it said about the respect Don Gutierrez garnered from his ‘business partners.’ They could have rolled through any old used car lot and grabbed whatever came to hand. The car they’d been given was brand new, with some glue still on one of the windows.  
 
    “Nice car,” Rick said as he drove them off the field and onto a little two-lane affair called Applewhite Road. Only a few hundred feet later, they came to an interchange for a larger highway that went east/west.  
 
    Sato opened the glove compartment and found a note. “Enjoy the car. When you’re done with it, park it, lock the door, and dial 666 on the enclosed satphone. Regards, SE.” 
 
    He found the phone and opened it. It seemed to act like it was unprogrammed, but he was sure it would work. SE—Sansar Enkh. Don Gutierrez did indeed have powerful friends.  
 
    “Where to?”  
 
    “Houston,” Sato said without hesitation.  
 
    “You sure? From what I read on the Aethernet, all hell broke loose there.” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s not as bad as Sao Paulo was, though. Hopefully just enough carnage to let us slip into the startown and update our Yacks.”  
 
    Rick nodded and navigated them eastward. Sato figured the underground in Houston would be just as developed as the one on Karma, only with more Humans. They didn’t need new Yacks, someone just needed to hack into the planetary database and show the pair had arrived on Earth legally. Being smuggled in on a ship to Brazil wouldn’t help; the first time he slid his card into a reader, it would immediately flag them as illegally on-planet. 
 
    He’d known it would be a problem, but he’d determined it was easier to get forged documents on Karma. They were available on Earth, but at a much lower quality, and less likely to pass Union scrutiny. He didn’t know how he knew this as a fact. It was profoundly frustrating.  
 
    The drive to Houston was just under three hours. Sato noted Rick kept their speed to within five miles-per-hour of the limit, even though he never once used the cruise control. Sato spent most of the trip focused inward, examining his memories and motivations. He wasn’t conscious of the moment he slipped into the trance.  
 
    The trick was to feel overly anxious, trapped, liked he’d been when Rick had locked him into the isolation room on Karma Station. There was something about a closed space and anxiety…he fell into the trance in seconds.  
 
    It wasn’t as chaotic this time. Images slid in and out of focus, almost like a kaleidoscope. The image of a dying woman, him writhing in unspeakable agony, standing on the ramp of a starship as a multitude screamed and waved, reporters at the forefront. A middle-aged woman in a lab coat in the middle of a large Tri-V display showing a myriad of the galaxy’s races with all manner of lines connecting them, the look on her face one of profound concern. Lastly, a mailbox. 
 
    Sato sighed and opened his eyes, noting they were on old Interstate 610, Houston. Rick glanced at him. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    “Sure, fine. Why?” 
 
    “You were zoned out like you were asleep, but your eyes were open, rolled back in your head. Kinda weird.”  
 
    “Meditating,” Sato explained.  
 
    Rick grunted and nodded his head. “I knew someone in the Winged Hussars who did that. A lieutenant on another ship. Lot of guys made fun of him, but he was real cool. Always had his shit squared away. Probably would have made captain, too.” 
 
    “He didn’t?”  
 
    “No, he bought it when a random laser cut through his ship. Only one killed in the incident. Battle is fucked up like that.” He rubbed his head. “I should know.”  
 
    “You remember any of the stuff you lost yet?” Sato asked.  
 
    “I’ve had a few weird moments. Maybe a glimmer of something? I don’t know.”  
 
    “We’re in the same boat, you realize?” Rick looked at him. “I’m missing big chunks of me. I never knew it until Nemo gave me new pinplants.” He tapped the pinlink behind one ear. “Ever since then, I’ve been on a rollercoaster.” 
 
    “I thought it might be something like that,” Rick said. “Why didn’t you tell me from the beginning?”  
 
    “You’d just been resurrected as a demigod,” Sato said, then chuckled. “I was a little concerned you wouldn’t follow the lead of a slightly unhinged Japanese scientist.”  
 
    The laugh had a metallic tinge to it. “We welcome our future mechanical overlords.”  
 
    “Very funny,” Sato said, but he didn’t laugh.  
 
    “So, you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “You mean on Earth, or in Houston?” 
 
    “Yes to both.” 
 
    “Answers,” Sato said. “Maybe for both of us.” 
 
    “There’s nothing here for me.”  
 
    “You know that’s not entirely true. Maybe no answers for you, but some endings.” 
 
    “Reading my mind now?”  
 
    “No, maybe just thinking about your interrupted life. I checked your file before we left. From Carmel, Indiana, right? Widowed mother?” 
 
    “Dad died when I was little. Don’t remember him at all. I don’t think she would want to see me like this.”  
 
    “Like what, alive?”  Rick didn’t respond, but drove onward. “Well, I think it’s worth a trip.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Rick said. “What’s our first stop in Houston?”  
 
    “River Oaks, an old neighborhood on the southwest side of downtown.” 
 
    “Most of downtown is a warzone now,” Rick said. “At least it was a couple years ago, the last time I was here. I doubt it’s gotten any better. A bunch of areas were so fucked up, the city sold them to mercs to use as combat proving grounds.”  
 
    “I know,” Sato said. “But that’s where we’re going.” The location was etched in his mind like it was laser engraved. A short time later, he was giving directions for Rick to pull off the freeway. A large sign proclaimed, “Caution—You Are Entering A Zero Enforcement Zone—ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK.”  
 
    “I warned you,” Rick said.  
 
    “What are you worried about? You’re a fucking tank.” 
 
    “Some of these punks have tanks,” Rick muttered.  
 
    Sato shook his head and laughed as they passed a former armored car, now a ruined hulk with several large holes in its side. He blinked, his head turning as they passed. Tanks? 
 
    Block after block had the look of a once busy and prosperous area of the city. Six lane streets with wide two-way turn lanes. The intersections had once had sweeping metallic lamp posts and signal arms. Most were gone, probably torn down and sold for scrap decades ago. The ones remaining were tagged with graffiti, bent, or even melted from the many fires that had swept through the area. Most intersections now sported 4-way stop signs, though many of those were gone as well. 
 
    A few characters wandered the ruined streets, all wearing dark clothes and keeping to the shadows, afraid of the afternoon light. They turned left on Westheimer at his direction, past the shell of a Walgreens burned out years ago. A half a block further on, he said, “Stop there.” 
 
    “This?” Rick asked as the SUV came to a stop. His glowing blue eyes moved back and forth across the ruins. “This pile of wreckage?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. In his mind the image of the burned-out building was superimposed over a completely intact one. A storefront which was far from pristine, but not burned down, and still with a business sign. “Ship-N-Pac” was printed in colorful letters. He could see the woman behind the counter. “This is the place.” 
 
    Rick pulled the SUV up to the curb and parked. He shook his head as he got out. Sato got out and checked the readouts on Dakkar’s support module. The Wrogul was fine, and the module was plugged into the SUV’s optional power input, so as long as the food held out, he’d be fine indefinitely.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Rick asked, standing at the edge of the charred wood and melted plastic.  
 
    Sato closed the back door of the SUV and joined Rick, his eyes darting over the debris, struggling to impose an echo of what it once was on its current state. A beam here, a remaining piece of the wall there. Then a burned and blackened series of boxes. There it is. 
 
    “There’ll be more boxes, like these,” Sato said and pointed. “But bigger and heavier.” 
 
    “What do you mean, heavier?”  
 
    “Thicker steel.”  
 
    “What was this place?” 
 
    “A package and shipping service. Well, it was years ago. They did a side business renting mailboxes without asking questions.” 
 
    “To criminals?” 
 
    “Maybe, but also to people who just didn’t want to be found.”  
 
    “Criminals,” Rick persisted.  
 
    “Not all who don’t want to be found are criminals. Some have an ex-wife looking for them. Some are paranoid. Lots of reasons.” Rick shrugged. And some are… 
 
    Sato moved back, and Rick began overturning burned sections of wall, exposing another section of mailboxes, all light-duty ones like the first he’d spotted. Rick glanced at Sato, who shook his head, so he continued digging.  
 
    The armor might not be as powerful as a full-sized CASPer, but it was several times stronger than an unarmored Human. He had to stop a couple times to break sections apart to continue the excavation. After moving several pieces, he stopped and turned toward Sato, then said, “Move along, nothing to see here.”  
 
    Sato spun around and gawked. He’d been unaware several big nefarious looking fuckers had rolled up and were ‘casually’ watching Rick’s excavating work.  
 
    “Yo, whatcha up to?” one asked.  
 
    “Somethin good in there? Lots a people dug in there, ain’t none found nothin,” another guy said.  
 
    “You stick around, all you’re going to find is pain,” Rick said. He made his eyes flash brightly, and the punks gawked. “Get! Last chance.” They ran. Rick turned to Sato. “We probably don’t have much time.”  
 
    “Let me help,” Sato said and moved toward him.  
 
    Rick held up a hand and laughed. “No, you’ll just get in the way. Keep an eye out; that will help.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” Sato turned around and tried to watch the street, but his heart was racing. Behind him the sounds of breaking glass and crunching wood echoed for long minutes. 
 
    “I think this is it,” Rick eventually said.  
 
    Sato spun and clambered over the jumbled debris. The pile of boxes was a match. “Yeah, this is it.” He bent over and rubbed at the boxes. Unlike the smaller, lighter versions, these didn’t have little glass windows. Also unlike the others, not all of these were broken open. Clearly someone had looted the place before burning it, but these mailboxes were much beefier than the others.  
 
    “The place was torched,” Rick noted. “Anything in there is probably melted or burned.” 
 
    Sato ignored him and kept at his search. As Rick had suggested, most of the box numbers were either burnt off or obscured by soot. Most, but not all. Whenever he found a surviving marking, he compared it to his memory. With no match, he moved on.  
 
    Rick said something. Sato ignored him and kept looking. Eventually he realized it was getting dark. He fumbled in his pockets for a light. Rick used his arm-mounted laser to produce some diffuse illumination. Sato mumbled his thanks and went back to searching.  
 
    Finally, he found a number that matched his memory. Immediately he moved debris to the left to find yet another. The mental images matched. He put his hand on a box. “This is it,” he said. 
 
    “How can you be sure?”  
 
    “Because I was here. Can you get into it?”  
 
    Rick moved up and knelt to examine the box. “Yes, but not here. It’ll take some time. Let’s just take it with us.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Sato asked.  
 
    “These boxes are made individually and were fitted into the wall.” The laser-based illumination ceased, and a second later Sato heard four snapping sounds accompanied by a whiff of burning metal. The section of surviving wall that held his box fell away, and Rick straightened. In his arms was the box.  
 
    “Well done,” Sato said, and turned toward the street. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
    Powerful, unyielding metal arms grabbed him from behind and spun him around as everything seemed to explode.  
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    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick was beginning to dislike following Sato’s crazy urges around the galaxy. He’d never wanted to go to Earth, and here he was. He definitely didn’t want to return to Houston. And yet, here he was. He had a feeling he’d be going more places he didn’t want to go. 
 
    Sato guided him as he turned off the freeway and into the ‘you really don’t want to be here’ part of Houston. His suit’s sensors picked up a dozen entities watching them drive down the ruined roadways. Rick watched them in turn, closely.  
 
    They turned at Sato’s direction, passing a mostly intact building with a sign. “Genghis Kahn Import/Export.” A solitary man stood by the entrance watching them drive past, his dark skin almost like ebony, and his stark white eyes followed their SUV as it passed.  
 
    Sato took no notice and continued to lead them to some destination only he knew. At least, Rick hoped he knew where they were going. His quip about tanks wasn’t offhand. Old Houston was notorious as a war zone. Some of the rougher mercs used it as a free-form training area. Despite the best efforts of local authorities and Earth Republic forces, tons of arms made it out of the startown and into the city proper. Much ended up in the hands of gangs, which resulted in Zero Enforcement Zones, such as the one they were driving through in an expensive SUV.  
 
    For whatever reason, the locals remained at bay, and Sato led them to the location he was looking for. Rick figured he’d lost it; the building was a wreck. Instead of leaving, he started a post-apocalyptic scavenger hunt in the ruins. 
 
    Sato knew exactly what he wanted. Of course, in the tumbledown ruins of a business, decades old by the looks of it, finding what he wanted proved difficult. Rick spent hours overturning crumbling walls and uncovering banks of half-melted mailboxes until they found what the scientist was looking for. Amazingly, it appeared intact.  
 
    He used his low-powered lasers to slice the box free and hefted it. It only weighed a dozen kilos at most.  
 
    “Well done,” Sato said just as Rick’s threat assessment system lit up. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
    Rick dropped the box and spun, engulfing Sato in his arms. He turned again and bent over. A rain of bullets fell on them from the direction of the street. Most missed, though more than a few ricocheted off his back. The bastards had come in slow and quiet, and he’d been too busy with the scavenger hunt. But now he was pissed.  
 
    Regardless of how many attackers there were, they’d eventually have to reload. After the first few shots, Rick was certain they didn’t have anything immediately dangerous to him. He waited for empty magazines so he could afford to stop protecting Sato. The scientist wasn’t bulletproof.  
 
    “Who’s shooting at us?” Sato yelled over the cacophony of gunfire.  
 
    “Everyone, I think,” Rick replied. A moment later, fire slackened off, but it didn’t stop entirely. Great, that meant the punks had some small amount of fire discipline. He decided it was unlikely there would be a better opportunity. “Stay low,” he said, then as gently as possible, lifted Sato up and moved him to the other side of the boxes he’d just cut apart. These were the extra-strong ones and should provide protection. At least for a short time.  
 
    Clear of the need to keep his charge alive, Rick was free to respond. While he was shielding Sato with his armored body, the computers in the armor had been analyzing the attack, using infrared and ultraviolet sensors to spot muzzle flashes as well as the heat from bodies. The counter-battery fire process had identified nine aggressors.  
 
    If he had to guess, the two punks he’d run off a couple hours ago had brought their whole gang. Good move, tactically, against anyone except an Æsir.  
 
    Rick controlled the armor via a sort of pinplant. Based on the design Sato had ‘dreamed up’ and first used on himself, the scientist called it a Mesh. It provided a direct neurolink to the armor, as well as a dozen other features. More of a wide-spread neural web than a specialized pinplant. Humans with pinplants used them to control starships and CASPers. With the Mesh, Rick didn’t control the armor, he was the armor. 
 
    The moment he turned around, the incoming fire faltered dramatically.  
 
    “Surprise,” Rick said, though he knew none of the attackers could hear him. Because there were so many targets identified, he let his armor do most of the work. Based on the heat signatures, he could tell two were using larger automatic rifles. They were the primary targets. He triggered both arm lasers to maximum. 
 
    A 250-kilowatt laser doesn’t sound like much; most alien laser rifles were nearly a megawatt of energy. Except those weapons operated in limited wavelengths and short pulses. The Æsir could put 500-kilowatts on target for minutes at a time, and with a highly refined beam. Both shots were perfectly on target, drilling a five-millimeter round hole through the heavy gunners’ heads. Seven. 
 
    The incoming fire resumed, though not nearly as steadily or as disciplined. Rick kept the arm lasers on full power, firing continuous beams. He got two more, but the others had realized they’d kicked over a KzSha nest and stayed under cover. He located one behind the remnants of a crashed flyer, aimed both arms at it, and fired. The beams burned through the fuselage and into the man within a second. This one had time to scream before he died. Four left.  
 
    Okay, time to go hunting. Rick spun up the suit’s flight system just as a garbage truck rumbled around the corner. It had a dozen slots cut in the heavy metal sides and multi-barrel weapons sticking out. “Oh, I hate being right,” he said as the chain guns opened up. 
 
    Rick snatched up another wall, not as heavy as the one he’d used to protect Sato. His arms whined with the strain as he lifted the one-ton chunk of metal and concrete, then moved sideways.  
 
    Bullets tore into his improvised shield, 20mm and .50 caliber according to the counter-battery fire computer. The wall began coming apart in seconds under the fusillade. The first to penetrate bounced harmlessly off one of his shoulder pauldrons, but another scored right in the center of his chest, staggering him and sending a flurry of warning lights flashing through his Mesh.  
 
     Rick rolled the dice and fired his jumpjets.  
 
    They weren’t like the ones built into CASPers; these were more akin to the high-powered micro electric jet turbines used in drones and some flier cars. They had the advantage of being small enough to fit within the Æsir’s remarkably tiny footprint, utilizing the suit’s massive power cells instead of fuel, and having an incredibly fast response to demands. What they didn’t have was the power and speed of jumpjets.  
 
    Rick soared into the sky with a scream of the tiny turbines. There were six engines, one on each limb, and two on his back. The noise from the engines was loud outside. It was deafening inside the helmet. Between the screaming of the exhaust and the motors conducting noise through the metal of the suit, it was an assault on his senses. He instantly wished he’d tried it out beforehand.  
 
    The gunners didn’t react quickly. No doubt they weren’t expecting his sudden leap to flight. His armor’s computer tracing of threat fire registered the heavy gunners’ direction of fire lagging a full half-second behind him. More than enough, he thought. Their gunfire even managed to miss Sato’s hiding place by a good margin.  
 
    After he’d risen a dozen meters, he angled the suit forward. The combination of engines on the arms and legs afforded him amazing control of his flightpath. It still wasn’t the gutsy acceleration of a CASPer, but the memory of an old movie about a comic book superhero brought a smile to his face. “Yeah, I can fly.”  
 
    His feelings of exultation and freedom were his undoing. He hadn’t bothered with detailed scans of the former garbage truck. If he had, he’d have noticed there was a turret on the roof as well as the gun slits on the sides. As he angled his flight forward, the armor’s threat assessment noticed the turret at the same time he spotted it.  
 
    It looked like it came off some sort of tank, and was probably alien made. Considering there’d been a good deal of fighting around Houston as well, he shouldn’t have been surprised. A lot of merc-quality hardware was just lying around. Some of it had made its way into gang hands, and onto a garbage truck.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Rick said and altered his flight path, which didn’t respond as quickly as he thought it would. The armor’s anti-fire control system augmented his inputs, though too late. The alien manufactured high-velocity chain gun opened up with a brrrrrt! sound, tearing through the air and across Rick’s flightpath.  
 
    His poorly executed dodge was enough to get out of the path of gunfire from the surprise turret. It also jinked his flightpath into one of the other gunner’s sights. A 20mm round ripped through his right leg just below the knee, severing it. 
 
    “Argh!” he yelled as the kinetic force of the impact sent him spinning wildly. He tried to control his flight, unsuccessfully. He slammed into the top of the garbage truck hard enough to crush the turret. “Ouch,” he said, trying to concentrate through the sea of warning lights projected into his brain. I need a way to tone these down. 
 
    By the time he’d overridden all the warnings, a hatch had opened in the top of the garbage truck less than a meter away, and some dude was pointing a laser rifle at his head. Rick triggered the arm blade and punched with lightning speed. The man gave a gurgling scream as a quarter of his head fell away in a wash of blood.  
 
    Yells sounded from inside the improvised armor. Already missing a leg, Rick wasn’t in the mood to climb inside and sort it out. He reached behind his back and triggered the armor to release one of the six grenades fitted around his waist, programming it for a 5 second detonation at the same time. “Little something for you,” he yelled and dropped it inside the hatch.  
 
    He activated the flight controls to make good his escape. Nothing happened. <WARNING—Flight Mode Offline>  
 
    “Well, that’s inconvenient,” he said as the grenade exploded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato hunkered behind the heavy wall section Rick had propped up to shield him as heavy rounds tore up the ground all around him. He was on his knees, hands over his head, and someone was screaming. With a roar of electric turbines, Rick jumped away, and the gunfire followed him.  
 
    They have a damn tank! he thought. Rick had to be right about that of all things. He peeked around the now partially shattered wall he’d used for cover and saw Rick soar through the air like a superhero. He had a moment to admire how well he flew. The flight system really was quite elegant. For a moment Sato completely forgot he was in a deadly battle—at least until the Æsir was swatted out of the sky by the heavy guns.  
 
    Sato watched as one of the Æsir’s legs spiraled away, and Rick crashed into the ‘tank,’ and out of his view. He stayed on his knees, blinking in disbelief.  
 
    “Hey, asshole!” 
 
    Sato’s head came around. Four men were a few meters away pointing a variety of guns at him. They looked tough and pissed. He slowly raised his hands.  
 
    “See, I knew they was after something,” one of them said.  
 
    “What we do wid dis one?” another asked.  
 
    “Kill ‘em and take that box.”  
 
    No. Sato thought, and a veil fell over his vision. 
 
    <Blink> 
 
    “Mr. Sato, wake up!” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked up at Rick, standing absurdly on his remaining leg. How did I get on my back? 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sato said. Other than maybe a bump or two, he felt fine. He moved to get up, and realized the compact laser pistol Rick had given him way back on Karma was in his hand. Just like lying on the ground, he had no memory of removing the weapon from the pocket where he’d carried it. He blinked in confusion. 
 
    “What happened with those idiots?” Rick asked and pointed.  
 
    Sato followed his gesture and saw the four men who’d confronted him seemingly moments ago, all apparently dead. He could see one had a laser wound in his head, but another had his head and neck twisted in an impossible angle. He opened his mouth, only no explanation came out. He shook his head. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Rick said and held out a hand to help him up. Sato took it gratefully. Even with just one leg, the Æsir was powerful enough to lift a car.  
 
    “How about you?” Sato pointed at the shredded leg. “That hurt?”  
 
    “The sensor data and warning kinda hurt, yeah. But I managed to sort out the sensations and feedback after the armored car blew up.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the smoldering wreck of the modified garbage truck.  
 
    “You warned me,” Sato said. “I should have listened to you about these gangs.” 
 
    “You got us out of Mexico to here. Call it even. Can you pick up my leg? I can make it to the car,” Rick picked up the armored box they’d come for. “But I can only carry one thing at a time.”  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Sato said and picked up the limb, almost dropped it, and had to use both hands. It was heavier than he remembered. Of course, when he’d assembled the Æsir in New Warsaw, it was with a manufactory and through remote operations to keep it quiet.  
 
    Struggling a bit under the load, he stumbled through the rubble, both old and new, until they came to the SUV. Rick did a rather amusing one legged hop, complete with dangling wires and broken linkages from the severed stump of his right leg. It looked almost like real bits of flesh and muscle, in some ways.  
 
    “You better let me drive,” Sato said as they stood by the SUV.  
 
    “I’d say you don’t have a leg to stand on, but that would be me.” Rick nodded and put the case in the back seat.  
 
    Sato glanced at the former garbage truck. It had bulged out in places, and a burning body hung out of the driver’s door. He swallowed, then blinked.  
 
    He opened the hardened door, a wave of heat and smoke washing over him. Inside everything was ruined, burned, or melted. A trio of bodies were slumped in chairs, all contorted, frozen in their final moments of agony. He nodded at the results, then blinked as he struggled with himself. A tear rolled down his cheek.  
 
    “I only used one grenade,” Rick said. “Less than a K-bomb, you said, but it brewed up bigtime. Must have had a lot of ordnance inside.” He shook his head and spoke. “Mr. Sato, we need to go.” 
 
    He turned his head and looked at Rick, blinking against the fading dual image. Rick was already in the passenger seat, staring at him.  
 
    “There’s no legal authority here, but my grenade could draw scavengers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sato said. “Sure.” He handed Rick his severed leg and climbed into the driver’s seat. He examined the vehicle’s controls; nothing like modern flyers or spacecraft. The vehicle was a descendant of types that had been manufactured on Earth for well over a century.  
 
    “You ever driven—” Rick started to ask, but Sato had already started the SUV.  
 
    A tone beeped, and Sato secured the seatbelt without conscious thought, silencing the tone. He put it in gear, grasped the wheel, and moved away from the curb with calm assurance. 
 
    “When did you drive a ground car?” Rick wondered.  
 
    “It’s been a while,” Sato said. “We need to get to a hotel so I can open this box.” He glanced at Rick’s leg lying between them on the seat. “And fix you up.”  
 
    “You can do it now?”  
 
    “I’ll need a few things, but most of it is in my bag.” He accessed the AetherNet, despite the terrible connection, and located a hotel with good reviews only a few kilometers away, outside the warzone they’d been adventuring in. There also appeared to be a hardware store right across the road. “We’re good, let’s just get out of here.”  
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The hotel was a dump, but at least it was a dump in a somewhat safe area. Sato guessed ‘safe’ was a relative term in most of Houston just then. Maybe most of the world. While they’d driven to the hotel, he’d spent some time downloading a better take on the planet’s current situation. He wanted to know how far the storm extended. The answer was pretty damned far.  
 
    He’d spent many years away from current events. As a key player in the Winged Hussars, he’d lived in New Warsaw, the Hussars’ hidden home base. A fascinating star system where the sun had gone not-quite supernova eons ago. He’d studied the system himself and put forward the theory that one of the powerful races of the galaxy had triggered an aborted nova for the purpose of mining the system’s mineral rich planets.  
 
    The theory gained credence because of Home, the only planet to survive with an atmosphere. Simply stated, no planet should have survived such an event. It would have either been too far away to have had an atmosphere dense enough to support life, or too close to avoid being charred to a cinder. No, Home had survived by plan. It now orbited just far enough from the stellar remnant to possess a carefully crafted minimal ecosphere.  
 
    He’d always thought the biggest prize of the stellar project was the former gas giant. F11 was the fuel the galaxy ran on. The key component to fusion power. A stable isotope of fluorine, it was both an inhibitor of neutrons as well as absorbing most radiation. Without it, fusion wasn’t practical on a large scale. You only found F11 in two places: around a black hole and in the core of a gas giant. Since black holes were dangerous and the cores of gas giants impossible to get at, you needed the remnant of a gas giant left after a nova.  
 
    New Warsaw’s former gas giant was an F11 mine with reserves measured in gigaliters. It must have powered millions of starships before or during the Great Galactic War. Now it fueled the Winged Hussars, with more than enough left over to discreetly sell for billions in profit.  
 
    Living for years in such a place of relative luxury and seclusion, Sato had lost track of the events within the galaxy at large. At least until the Mercenary Guild’s war against humanity began. Even then, he didn’t wonder why, only what the war would deliver to him in the form of new technology to discover, implement, and explore. Which brought him full circle to the incident with the Keesius doomsday ship and his new pinplants.  
 
    “Earth’s a real mess,” he mused aloud as they worked together, moving Dakkar’s support cube into their rented room.  
 
    “You think?” Rick replied dryly.  
 
    “No, I mean bad. The economy is in tatters, and there are at least a half million alien mercs occupying every starport on the planet. The Horsemen’s attempt to take out Peepo failed in a major way. Alexis Cromwell was killed, and Jim Cartwright’s Raknar surrendered in Sao Paulo. Took me a while to get that news, because it was being suppressed for some reason.”  
 
    “Jim Cartwright?” Rick asked. He’d been reduced to moving the support module a meter, setting it down, hopping a step, picking it again, and repeating. They’d just settled it in the bathroom, next to the tub, when Rick stopped and stared at Sato. “Jim Cartwright?” 
 
    “Yeah, the kid who inherited Cartwright’s Cavaliers? Fat guy, likes ponies and Raknar?” 
 
    Rick’s glowing blue eyes stared at Sato for a long moment, then he turned and hopped back into the main room without a word.  
 
    “Okay,” Sato said, watching his travel companion leave without another word. “Guess he doesn’t like fat kids?” Sato shrugged and activated the module via pinplants. With a click, the top slid open to reveal the blue eyes of Dakkar staring at him. A kaleidoscope of scintillating colors erupted as Dakar spoke.  
 
    “I was getting bored,” the Wrogul said. “Can you set up a comm link in here so I can talk?”  
 
    “Sure,” Sato said. “It’s actually built in, but I think Nemo turned it off so I wouldn’t know you’d been hidden away.” 
 
    Sato finished his download of the current situation of the war. It might be aimed against humanity, but its scope was wider. An attempt to alienate and isolate Earth. He wanted to know about the colonies. Very little information was available on the Aethernet, and he dared not try to access the GalNet directly. Besides the woman who seemed to know him, he had no clue who else might be after them. Gleaning what he could, it looked like all the major colonies had been occupied, though it seemed the Horsemen had rallied Human mercs and taken the three biggest back, then dealt Peepo a major defeat before returning to Earth and losing badly.  
 
    He filled the bathtub with lukewarm water, removed a hose from the support module, and dropped its weighted end into the tub. A hum announced the module beginning its cleaning cycle. The tub’s water began to turn a slightly murky color. The module had many days before it needed cleaning, but considering how they kept getting themselves into trouble, Sato decided to take advantage of any moments of peace, no matter how brief they turned out to be.  
 
    Dakkar slithered over the side to the floor with a plop. Being cephalopods, the Wrogul had no bones. Out of water, they looked like melted piles of plastic. The young Wrogul moved across the floor with its suckers, employing a writhing motion, and explored the sink’s plumbing.  
 
    “I’ve never been on Earth,” Dakkar said. “It’s not much like New Warsaw, but a little like Azure.” 
 
    “Azure is a Human colony, so it stands to reason.” Sato remembered the warm brackish waters of Azure and its rich sunlight. There was a small bay near the hospital where some of his first memories were. The water was only a meter deep, and the Wrogul loved to venture out to hunt the planet’s various shellfish. “The atmosphere is a little thinner here, and the gravity similar.” 
 
    “I would like to swim in the ocean.” 
 
    “We’ll see if we can arrange that,” Sato said. The module beeped; it was done filtering. He drained the tub, then refilled it. “You can swim in the tub if you want.”  
 
    “That would be enjoyable,” Dakkar flashed in reply. “The module is becoming boring.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Sato said as he watched the alien rhythmically slither across the floor, up the side of the porcelain tub, and into the water. Even on land, their movements had a certain curious grace to them.  
 
    Dakkar swam around the tub. Sato noticed the bud was a good ten percent bigger than when they’d first found it. Young Wrogul grew quickly, probably a survival mechanism from their home world. He recalled that they didn’t know where they were from, part of the mystery of the Wrogul their Human friends on Azure were studying. Somewhere in the back of his mind an elusive fact danced. Something about the Wrogul?  
 
    Dakkar zipped around the tub on powerful jets of water. He found the stream coming in and played with it using a pair of his tentacles. Colors flashed. “Do you know where we’re going yet?”  
 
    “Like I told Nemo, no. I just know I’m going in the right direction.”  
 
    “Good enough for me,” Dakkar said. “But I’ve decided. When you’re finished, I would like to return to Azure.”  
 
    Sato nodded, then thought for a second before speaking. “Dakkar, I don’t know if Azure is still there. The war…” 
 
    “As Nemo, I knew it was. Nemo had access to some of the intel from the captain of the Ulfberht, which was damaged at Golara. The Hussars gained a lot of intel in Golara, and among it was all the Human colonies being attacked. Nemo found the list in Captain Espa’s brain.” 
 
    Sato closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. Nemo had never understood the concept of personal privacy or space. He’d known about the Wrogul’s propensity to help itself to whatever it might come across in a brain he might be working on.  
 
    “Dakkar, you need to consider something. It isn’t right to rummage through the brain of someone you’re treating.”  
 
    “Nemo never understood these feelings of yours.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Sato replied.  
 
    “I think I understand better now.” 
 
    Sato had been looking at the Wrogul’s support module, accessing the programming as he spoke with Dakkar. At the little Wrogul’s words, Sato’s head spun around in surprise. “What? Why?” He knew it couldn’t be anything he’d said. Nothing he’d ever said to Nemo had had the slightest influence on the alien’s behavior.  
 
    “It was the young Human female, Nina Gutierrez. When I was working on her cerebellum, I had access to her current thoughts at the time.” 
 
    “Did you see how terrified she was?”  
 
    “No, she wasn’t afraid. She was…” 
 
    Dakkar trailed off, his flashing chromatophores dimming in intensity as the translator stopped. In all his years with a Wrogul, Sato had never seen one at a loss for words. Never. Dakkar flashed again. 
 
    “The young Human trusted me. She thought I was an angel.”  
 
    Oh, no, this could be bad. “You’re not an angel, Dakkar.” 
 
    “I know that.” Was it his imagination, or did the Wrogul’s translated voice contain a hint of peevishness? “But that is still what the Human child felt. The adults were more nervous, but none were scared. Why is that?” 
 
    “You already said why; they believed you were an angel. A mystical being there to help them. When you have trust, people tend to lose their fear.”  
 
    “I see,” Dakkar said. “I need to eat.” The Wrogul transitioned back to its module.  
 
    “I’ll look into getting you some fresh food,” Sato said as the alien disappeared into the darker depths of its temporary home. And I hope you don’t start down the wrong path with those thoughts. The idea of a Wrogul thinking it’s a god… He gave a little shudder as he turned the water off in the tub and headed into the hotel room.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick sat on one of the hotel room’s two beds and stared at the wall. He couldn’t do anything else because his mind was reeling under a deluge of memories. The dam had broken, and all it had taken was hearing one name: Jim Cartwright. “My best friend,” Rick said, dumbfounded.  
 
    It was all playing through his mind like a high-speed movie. Meeting Jim in grade school. Jim was a pudgy, socially awkward kid, as opposed to Rick’s naturally charismatic athleticism. Yet somehow they were friends. First playing on the playground, where Rick’s intimidating presence gave Jim the space he needed to grow, then into the middle grades, where Jim’s superior intelligence and computer prowess paid Rick’s early friendship dividends through tutelage and science understanding. In short, they’d complemented each other. 
 
    They spent thousands of hours watching movies and playing computer games. They explored the streets of Carmel, Indiana together, both helping the other when they could. The relationship strained slightly as their teens began and Rick matured into a powerfully built man, while Jim’s physique deteriorated, to his extreme frustration. Rick only once suggested nanite treatment to his friend, who was quite rich compared to Rick’s lower middle-class status.  
 
    “I’ll do it myself or I won’t do it,” Jim had snapped with surprising intensity. Rick had never brought it up again. 
 
    Then the memories began to taper off as they entered high school. More and more centered around study and preparation for their VOWs, Voluntary Off World assessments, a series of grueling mental and physical tests that would assess their suitability as mercs. Jim was increasingly stressed as their PE classes became harder, while his physical prowess was essentially static.  
 
    Finally Rick heaved a huge sigh and shook his head, the suit’s motors whining with the movement. The newly recovered memories combined and replayed tiny parts over and over again. He was overcome with emotions, finally remembering his friend after so long. The laser wound to his head, which he’d suffered fighting Pushtal pirates before joining the Hussars, had taken away much of his childhood. It was shocking to get it all back.  
 
    He’d been told it could happen after his ‘resurrection,’ but to finally experience total recall? He laughed, remembering watching a movie called Total Recall with Jim. They’d spent many hours eating popcorn and drinking sodas as they watched old 20th century movies. The most intense emotion he felt was loss at not remembering such a good friend for so long.  
 
    Rick tried to think about Jim after they graduated, but it all went blurry and confusing the day of their VOWs. Even his recollection of his own VOWs tests was hit or miss, and seemed to again orbit around time shared with Jim Cartwright. His exultation at remembering his friend was tempered by the fact that so much still seemed to be missing.  
 
    “You okay?” Sato asked as he entered from the bathroom.  
 
    Rick released his helmet catch and let it rotate upward. He carefully used his metallic hand to wipe away the tears clouding his vision. The expression on Sato’s face turned into concern. Rick held his hand up and smiled. “No, I’m good. I just had a huge memory breakthrough.”  
 
    “Oh. Oh! That’s great. How much?”  
 
    “A lot,” Rick said. “Some stuff is still missing, though. When you mentioned Jim Cartwright, it caused a connection. Jim and I were best friends in school.”  
 
    “Wow, really? Then why were you with the Hussars instead of the Cavaliers?”  
 
    “I’m not sure yet. The Cavaliers almost went bust; I read about it later in the Hussars. Maybe Jim couldn’t hire me, I just don’t know.” He closed his eyes and thought for a second. Nothing. He shook his head in frustration.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Sato said. “I’m sure the rest will come to you eventually.” 
 
    Rick nodded then closed his helmet again. The room’s light, dim though it was, felt wrong on his bare eyes. The instant the helmet seated, his visual input changed from his eyes to the armor routed to his visual cortex via pinplants. Touching his bare face with the suit’s hands made him nervous as well. He looked at the hand and could see nicks in the alloy steel, sharp edges, where partially shaved metal fragments clung in places.  
 
    He put his metallic hands together and rubbed them like he was washing. They grated, and tiny metal fragments fell away.  
 
    “I can fix that,” Sato said, and he grabbed his duffle bag from where it had been dropped by the door.  
 
    Rick nodded. “I’d appreciate it.” He picked up his severed leg. “This, too?”  
 
    “Let’s see what I can do.” Sato sat next to him. “I need to access your diagnostics.” 
 
    “Sure.” Rick instinctively knew how to pop the little hatch on his right shoulder. It clicked open, exposing a series of connections. Sato took a device from his bag and snapped it into one of the ports. “Why not just access it wirelessly?”  
 
    “An extra level of security. There’s no way to wirelessly access any of your armor’s systems, not even by you. I’ve always felt it was a vulnerability for CASPers. Too ‘user friendly’ makes you enemy friendly.” 
 
    Rick waited as Sato accessed the Æsir’s systems. To his surprise, a prompt appeared in his mind. “Deep System Access Requested—Yes or No?” He indicated yes, and the suit’s diagnostic routine ran for Sato and him to both see. There were a lot of errors, not the least of which was the sea of red from his right leg.  
 
    He watched for a time as Sato poked around in the suit’s systems, addressing items that would repair themselves, and either increasing the priority or decreasing it. Rick couldn’t see what the end game was until the nagging ‘pain’ he’d been feeling from his severed leg suddenly stopped.  
 
    “How’d you do that?”  
 
    “You probably shouldn’t know how,” Sato replied. “Turning off your feelings of pain could lead to making a bad thing worse.”  
 
    “I guess I can see that. I thought I was fully integrated into the armor.” 
 
    “You are, sort of. It’s best to avoid direct control of the armor.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your pinplants handle much of the command interpretation from your mind to the suit. A direct interface could possibly cause some neural damage.” 
 
    “That doesn’t encourage me,” Rick replied.  
 
    “Which is why you have the pinplant interface.” 
 
    “Okay, but why turn the pain systems off now?”  
 
    “Because I need to evaluate how bad your leg is.” Sato got on his knees in front of where Rick sat and leaned close to the severed leg. “You made a real mess out of my Æsir.” 
 
    “I thought I was the Æsir?” 
 
    “You are kind of one and the same now, I guess.” He looked up at Rick. “But you are still a Human.”  
 
    “Am I?”  
 
    Sato tapped Rick in the center of the chest with a tool. It made a clink, clink sound. “Inside there.” Another tap on the head. Ting, ting. “And here. I didn’t touch anything that’s distinctly you. I’m sure you’ve looked down below by now?”  
 
    “Yeah, and thanks for that. It might seem like a small thing…wait, that didn’t sound right.” 
 
    Sato laughed and shook his head as he began disconnecting leads and removing linkages. Rick marveled at the speed and assurance of the scientist’s movements. Manipulating technology seemed almost instinctive to him. Of course, since Sato had designed the Æsir, it only made sense he’d know his way around it.  
 
    “How long did it take you to design it?” Rick asked.  
 
    “That Æsir?” Rick nodded. “I’ve had the design rattling around my head for years.” He looked up at Rick again. “You know, there’s another reason I rescued you from Nemo.” 
 
    “Besides needing a bodyguard?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Sato paused for a moment. “We have something in common. I don’t remember anything of my life before meeting Nemo.”  
 
    Rick grunted. “I thought it was something like that.” Sato looked surprised. “You know where to go, but not why you want to go there. The woman on the train in South America. And the way you’ve been zoning out sometimes. At first I thought you were just doing some kind of trance. Only you don’t seem to be able to control it.”  
 
    “No, I can’t. You see, I suffered an injury, too. Someone from Azure found me on a ship in their system. A shuttle, adrift near the stargate. They rescued me and brought me back to their scientific station. Nemo was put in charge of trying to fix my brain damage.” 
 
    “What caused it?”  
 
    “They were never sure. It was caused through my old pinplants. I invented a new type of pinplant shortly before I built the first Æsir, back on Prime Base. I didn’t have all the plans clear in my head until the pinplants were installed. Turns out I didn’t invent them either. Dakkar said, as Nemo, he’d helped remove the remnants of my old pinplants.” Sato tapped the side of his head. “They were identical to this design. Once they were in, I began remembering things.” 
 
    “They’re reconnecting old memories?”  
 
    “Or reconstructing them,” Sato suggested. “Either way, you see, we’re both on a journey.” 
 
    “Glad to know we’re in this together,” Rick said, smiling in his armor.  
 
    “Oh, we are. You keep me alive, I’ll keep putting you back together, and we’ll see where this takes us.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. What about Dakkar?”  
 
    Sato gave a little laugh. “I’m not sure about him yet. He’s only a month or so old, and already he’s different than Nemo. I only saw a budding once, on Azure. It was early in my stay, and it was a kinda big thing with the Wrogul. I wasn’t invited like some of the researchers; I met the bud afterward. One of Nemo’s…siblings? It’s confusing, because they all come from one.” Sato looked back toward the bathroom. “You know, we’re all the same.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Apparently the first Wrogul was found on a ship with all its memories wiped. They’ve never found out what happened. Dakkar shares all the memories of that first one, and each one in the direct line between the first and it, but no others who budded sideways further up the family tree. Maybe Nemo sent Dakkar to have its own voyage of discovery.” 
 
    “We’re a great team,” Rick said. “None of us fully remember shit.”  
 
    Sato laughed out loud this time. “So it would seem. But you know what? I’m a little concerned about what Dakkar might learn.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s just something about this one I haven’t felt about the others? I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe after I put other pieces together it will all fall into place.” He gave a little shudder and visibly shook off whatever he’d just felt. “Regardless, let’s stick to the task. I’ve got this cleaned up; let me look at the leg.”  
 
    Sato hefted the leg, grunting as he moved it to sit on the floor in front of him. With the same deft movements, he went about cleaning the damage away. It reminded Rick of the procedure known as debriding a wound. By the time he’d finished, Sato had amassed quite a pile of burned, bent, and otherwise nonfunctional parts. He leaned back on his legs and gave a sigh. “Done.” 
 
    “So you can’t fix it?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Oh, of course I can. I was just contemplating how to avoid this in the future.”  
 
    “It was a 20mm cannon,” Rick said. “The whole tank thing, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, you warned me. I know, you handled the situation well.” 
 
    “You handled those four guys yourself. Do you remember how?”  
 
    “No,” Sato admitted as he pulled the duffle bag over again. “Sometimes I just…react.”  
 
    “You reacted the fuck out of those four.” 
 
    Sato nodded as he removed a box from the bag. It was no bigger than a large book, and of similar proportions. Sato touched a control on it and the device seemed to unfold and grow until it was almost twice the size it had been. A door opened on top, and Sato began dumping the broken components and bits of armor into it. The device made a humming/grinding sound.  
 
    “What is it?” Rick asked. He’d run it through his pinplants and gotten no matches.  
 
    “The closest analogy would be a manufactory.”  
 
    “I thought they were the size of a building,” Rick said.  
 
    “Or bigger,” Sato confirmed. “The ship manufactories in New Warsaw are the size of a battlecruiser.” His eyes unfocused for a moment. “There are some much, much bigger.”  
 
    “You’ve seen them?”  
 
    “I think so,” Sato said. “At least, I know about them.”  
 
    “What do they build with them?”  
 
    “All manner of things, I would guess. Not all good.” He gave a now familiar shudder and looked down at the tiny manufactory. “This device came to me along with the designs for your armor. I think it could do a lot more than this one can, if I eventually remember how to properly program it. Right now it can replicate the parts I need to put you back in order.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Rick said as he watched the machine work. Once the hopper was filled with the remnants of his damaged parts, it closed, and the machine sat on the floor, humming. “We were taught that a manufactory is an advanced 3D printer.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s far more. There are 3D fabricators at its core, but the mechanism is far more complicated. It can analyze, improve, even reconstruct items from a tiny fraction of the original. This machine is simpler in scope, while remaining as capable in scale.” It gave a beep and opened the hopper again.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “It needs some raw materials. I can talk to it via pinplants.” Sato got up and walked around, looking for something. The hotel room was small and only equipped with the basics. Sato stopped at an old, worn looking clothes iron sitting on a shelf affixed to the wall. He took it off the shelf and examined it. 
 
    “It probably doesn’t work anymore,” Rick noted, considering the iron’s cord was severed at the plug.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Sato said and carried the defunct appliance over to the bed. There he took tools from the duffle bag and quickly disassembled it into its component parts. Once he had the steel soleplate removed, he snipped the wires connected to its heating element and handed it to Rick.  
 
    “Can you cut this into pieces about 20 centimeters on a side?” 
 
    “Sure,” Rick said. He commanded his right arm laser to life, held the metal soleplate in his left hand, and aimed. “Cover your eyes,” he warned, and Sato turned away. He was only going to use 200 watts of power, but the Human eye could be severely damaged by as little as five milliwatts of power. He fired a precise cut, then another, and a third. With the soleplate smoking slightly, Rick used his hands to snap it into pieces. “Here you go. Careful, the edges are hot.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Sato said, and fed the chunks into the manufactory. “It needed raw materials.”  
 
    Thus resupplied, the little manufactory hummed along for a time before a door opened on the side and a part rolled out. Sato grunted in a satisfied tone and took the part to install in the severed leg. “This will take a few hours,” he told Rick. “How’s your power?” 
 
    “Below 30%,” Rick admitted. “Can I plug in while you work?” 
 
    “Sure, this is all straightforward. You want to sleep, too?”  
 
    Rick thought about it before answering. “I probably should. What about you?”  
 
    “Once this is done. Go ahead and rest. Just leave the leg over the side.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rick agreed. He removed the power cord tucked into his left thigh and attached a common power adapter. There was a plug next to the bed, so he hooked to it. The armor reported 1,200 watts of power available without stressing the circuit. It would take 92 hours at that level to charge. He programmed his pinplants for a five-hour rest. It would net him a total of three percent more power. Better than nothing, he guessed. Sooner or later they’d come across a high-power outlet, and he could recharge in a minute or so. 
 
    With the sounds of the tiny manufactory working and Sato humming an exotic tune, Rick reclined and shut off his visual receptors. He drifted off, reliving going to a concert by a 20th century cover band called Kiss with Jim Cartwright in their junior year and dreamed about popcorn.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took another hour for Sato to finish fabricating the parts to complete and reattach Rick’s right leg. He would need to find some of the carbon fiber/nanotube armor to make it as resilient as before, but it was attached and working. The diagnostics showed 92% of previous capabilities.  
 
    The round that had caused the damage was a tungsten carbide penetrator with a depleted uranium core, likely a remnant from some conflict in the last century. The frustrating thing was that a CASPer would have shrugged a single round like this off, because its armor was both thicker and had the advantage of a stronger internal structure. Sure, a half dozen 20mm penetrators to the chest would make hash of the armor and the user. However, a single round would be nothing.  
 
    “I need to think of something to deal with overachieving attacks,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    The repair completed, Sato went over to the room’s nominal desk—nothing but particle board with a cheap office chair from FedMart. He put the mailbox on the floor, lest it collapse the flimsy office furniture. It was tough enough to hold his toolbox, which he put down and folded open. He dearly wished he’d had room to take a more comprehensive selection. There were less than a thousand various tools with him, not even a corner of his former lab. 
 
    The mailbox was in surprisingly good shape, considering that the building around it had been burned down and then survived the crazy battle with the punks. He yawned and began checking out the lock. His screwed-up memory kept overlaying images. Some made sense; some didn’t. The box was the right one; he was sure. Both the numbers and type matched. There was no memory of the key, though, and it was an impressive one. Clearly the drop had been more than just a casual mailbox. Maybe used by organized crime as well, which, considering the neighborhood it was in, made sense.  
 
    Picking the lock was out of the question. It wasn’t a skill he was proficient at, and the lock was far too complicated. It was easier to go at the structure itself. The hinges were hidden on the inside of the frame, of course. He could see the points where they entered the sides, and this told him where the pins must be. 
 
    Sato selected a little pinpoint laser and linked his pinplants with it. The device had a maximum of 500 watts with a tight beam. He slid on a pair of tiny goggles, dialed the beam as narrow as he could, and tested it against the metal. It took several seconds of holding the invisible beam of the infrared laser to start melting the box. Sato checked the power usage through his pinplants and shook his head. It wasn’t cutting fast enough to show results before the battery went dead.  
 
    He replaced the laser and searched the toolkit for other options. After a second, he selected a little device he used for dissecting tough metals. A hyper-tough carbon-carbon blade. Its spine was a tungsten Inconel alloy, and the edge was molecularly hardened with a fusion torch. They were experimental, and he’d only brought two with him. He’d labeled them fusion knives.  
 
    Sato stared at the tool for a second, considering. Rick’s arm lasers had enough power to cut into the box; they were also powerful enough to set the interior on fire. The fusion knife wouldn’t set the interior on fire, though it could still destroy whatever it contained if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    He shrugged, switched to a different kind of goggles, and slipped on some protective gloves that extended to his elbows. Sato bared his teeth as he clicked the power control and brought the fusion knife to life. In a fraction of a second, the blade progressed from a buzz, to a whine, then past his audible threshold. The edge blurred and began to heat the air. Sato blinked at the effect, as he couldn’t see the edge of the tool anymore.  
 
    He didn’t have time to admire the beauty. Being very careful not to get the blade anywhere near his body, Sato slid it into the metal at the point of the hinges. The steel cut like butter with a screeee! sound. Tiny bits of metal spalled from the box, one penetrating his left glove and biting into his wrist.  
 
    He hissed at the pain without stopping. Once the blade was halfway in, he moved it a centimeter sideways and was rewarded with a popping from the box. Not wasting any time, he slid the blade back out and plunged it into the other end of the hinges. This time it took a little effort to make the device penetrate, and even more to slide it sideways. Scriiiiing was the sound this time.  
 
    The box lid lurched and popped completely from its frame, catching Sato by surprise. The heavy steel hit the side of the fusion knife, and the blade exploded. Spraaang! 
 
    Sato jumped and flinched away as a chunk of the blade embedded in his goggles, and another tore along the back of his arm like a serrated blade. “Holy shit,” he exclaimed, focusing on the little piece of fusion-hardened steel penetrating his goggles millimeters from his eye.  
 
    He pulled off the heavy gloves and examined his wounds. The wrist cut was shallow, but bleeding worse than the gash along his arm. The latter was painful and luckily didn’t result in any metal embedded in his flesh. They also weren’t bad enough to warrant nanites, which was good, because he didn’t have a lot of the little healing machines.  
 
    The basic medkit provided all he needed to patch himself and clean up the blood. Again his hands moved with practiced ease, though he only remembered going to the medics a few times he’d hurt himself on New Warsaw. His injury taken care of, Sato cleaned up the remnants of his fusion knife.  
 
    Using the desk as a base, and a pair of tweezers, he began reconstructing it. Partly out of curiosity, and partly out of respect for whoever the hotel employed as housekeepers. When he’d first tested the knife’s edge in New Warsaw, he’d checked both the micron measurement as well as the BESS, or Brubacher Edge Sharpness Scale. A surgical scalpel’s edge was rated 0.3 micron, and 40 BESS. The fusion knife was 0.01 micron, with a BESS of 1. Of course, there wasn’t a BESS of 0, so he wondered if a new assessment was necessary. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was a piece of his knife to find its way into someone’s foot or hand. It was sharp enough to migrate or dig itself deeper into a body just from basic muscle movements. He laid each blade fragment on a piece of notebook paper. He found them all except a bit half the size of his pinky fingernail. Luckily it was from the blade’s belly, and not really sharp, so he abandoned the test.  
 
    Upon examination, it appeared the blade had developed a stress fracture at the bolster, near the handle. He made a note that future versions needed a guard of some kind. If the knife had jumped back at him instead of rebounding away, he could have lost his hand.  
 
    Finally, he examined the edges as best he could. He didn’t have a machine to do a BESS assessment, so he sufficed with the portable microscope he had. The edge hadn’t curled. It wasn’t possible for the carbon-carbon to be turned. It looked like some had simply ablated, and there was tiny pitting in evidence. The edge looked to be only .1 micron, or maybe a BESS of 20. He frowned. The blade had seriously underperformed his expectations.  
 
    The bits went into a sample case and was stowed in the toolkit. Maybe further thought would yield an improvement. He’d conceived of the idea when a Marine complained the standard CASPer arm blades had difficulty cutting through Oogar armor. He’d set about making an improvement. While the fusion knives were certainly better, the processes involved in making the two he’d produced suggested a CASPer-sized variant would cost roughly five million credits, each. Not including the vibration device, which was a rather complicated gadget as well. The concept was reduced to the two samples, now just one. Oh, well. 
 
    He turned to the armored mailbox with a frown, eyebrows knitted in concentration. He didn’t know what else he had that would work, and was considering waiting for Rick to wake up and having him laze the fucking thing open, when he saw the door was ajar. He pulled it closer and examined the incisions.  
 
    The fusion knife had produced edges in the high-carbon steel box which themselves were nearly as sharp as a scalpel. The first hinge had been severed neatly, however the second had caused trouble, as he knew well. He couldn’t see what had done the number on his knife. Despite wanting to, he focused on the box itself. Redonning the heavy, blood-stained gloves, he carefully pulled the door free, pivoting on the still intact lock, and then worked the locking bolt out of its hole, completely removing the door and revealing the contents.  
 
    All that rested inside was a key. “You’ve got to be kidding,” Sato said as he fished it out. It looked a little like a hotel room key, with a plastic tab attached to the keyhole. He turned it over in his hand, then flipped the severed box door over and tried it. The keys weren’t compatible. “Well, that’s good,” he said and chuckled. How ironic would it be if the box contained the key to the box?  
 
    No, he knew it wouldn’t be something like that. It must be something important, both because of the significance of the memory and the efforts he’d taken to stash it. So he used his pinplants to scan every minute detail of the key and its plastic tab. Fully scanned, he slipped the key into his pocket and began running an analysis. 
 
    The key was of a type widely available on Earth, though not in current production. The last time it was produced was 55 years ago. Sato frowned as he double-checked on the AetherNet, confirming the data. The key ID verified that this particular one was likely manufactured between 2030 and 2046. But why would he stash away a key which had been made nearly 100 years ago?  
 
    The tag was more difficult. His eyes could just detect faded writing. It took several attempts to discern the words or numbers. Finally, he realized it was written in Japanese. Sakura Maru—22XF.  
 
    “Sakura Maru,” he whispered.  
 
    The ship looked so big, yet compared to the ones the aliens came and left in, it was actually tiny. Sato reached out and touched the landing leg. It was made of a hundred parts, the metal intricately machined with many cuts to reduce weight. It seemed too fragile to support the ship’s many thousand tons of weight. He tilted his head up and back, following the graceful lines. His heart swelled with pride and the weight of responsibility he would bear.  
 
    He blinked as the memory retreated. Another Aethernet search confirmed what he knew he’d find. They needed to go to Japan next.  
 
    The work finished, Sato carefully scooped the shards of his defunct fusion knife into the empty mailbox, then set the lid back in place. Using the laser that had failed to cut the hinge, he performed several spotwelds before the laser’s battery gave out. It wouldn’t stop anyone determined to get into the box, but it would stop a casual observation. He took the box outside, found the hotel’s garbage dumpster, and managed to muscle the mailbox over the top and drop it inside. It landed with a resounding booong! 
 
    Sato glanced around. Nobody was in sight, so he headed inside. The bandages were still in place, though the long gash on his arm was bleeding through, so he replaced it. Everything done, he reclined on the other bed, gave a sigh, and quickly fell into a dreamless sleep.  
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    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick woke up to find out they were going to Japan. Part of him wasn’t surprised. Sato was Japanese, after all. However, the scientist had never once mentioned visiting his homeland. In fact, his English was so free of any accent, Rick had wondered if he actually was from Japan.  
 
    “What are we doing there?”  
 
    “Going to a museum.”  
 
    He’d heard worse reasons to travel halfway around a planet. Even with a destination, they still had other stops to make.  
 
    The first proved to be pretty easy. They located a black-market hacker just outside Houston startown. Rick was glad they could avoid entering the startown. Despite the area being in total chaos, there was still some security. The hacker they hired modified their Yacks to show that they’d arrived legally on Earth at the Houston Starport instead of aboard an alien ship in Sao Paulo.  
 
    With their newly updated Yacks, the pair could go anywhere they wanted with impunity. It was unlikely the IDs would pass muster with a Peacemaker or someone from the UCX, of course, but they were unlikely to run into either in their travels. Regardless, they didn’t want to risk a flight from Houston. 
 
    Dakkar didn’t seem to mind where they were going. His only request was some fresh food soon, and maybe a chance to swim in the ocean, though he was in no hurry. Once again, it seemed maglev trains were the best option. Luckily the US had much better ones.  
 
    They left the car at the curb by the North Houston maglev station. Sato typed 666 on the phone and hit dial. It quickly made a connection.  
 
    “Thank you and good luck,” someone said and disconnected.  
 
    “Pretty shifty.” Rick laughed.  
 
    “Sounds about right,” Sato agreed.  
 
    Rick picked up the support module with Dakkar inside. His repaired leg was working well, though the armor’s computer warned him it was only operating at 91% capacity. He decided 91% was better than 0%. The short sleep had left him fully refreshed, and his armor’s batteries were at 35%, higher than he’d predicted. More than likely, he could finish charging them on the train.  
 
    Leaving the nice SUV behind, they rode the lift to the maglev station. Because it was adjacent to Houston Starport, it was modern and well maintained. The corporation that operated the maglev trains had hired mercs who stood around in light combat armor, weapons on slings, carefully watching the passengers.  
 
    Rick was glad he had his cloak and hood. Next to the various aliens taking advantage of the cheap transportation, and apparently a tourist, he didn’t draw unwanted attention.  
 
    Tickets were purchased from a robotic kiosk for a ‘mere’ 250 credits, including baggage in the form of Dakkar’s support module.  
 
    “Prices are outrageous right now,” Rick grumbled as they paid; 250 credits should have been enough to buy a new luxury car. ‘War surcharges’ were more than half the price of their tickets.  
 
    “I think we can afford it,” Sato said. They watched the robotic luggage handler pick up Dakkar’s module and move it into the lower deck of the maglev parked in the station. Rick thought it was a strong juxtaposition from the station in South America, where the baggage handlers were all poor downtrodden men and women, probably working for a pittance.  
 
    The kiosk took no notice of their forged documents. It issued them tickets, and the pair boarded. The train was nearly empty. Not many were moving about the country. The pair were able to secure comfortable seats in the upper deck, just behind the dining car. Minutes later, the train left the station and quickly accelerated to 450 kph.  
 
    The seats were comfortable, and thanks to a mostly empty train, largely anonymous. As the train had security, there were no conductors, and robots handled service from the dining car. Rick wasn’t sure whether any Humans were physically operating the train, or if it was being operated remotely.  
 
    Sato was snoring in minutes, still exhausted from their ordeals over the last few days, so Rick used the train’s Aethernet access to study the war.  
 
    General Peepo was dispatching her dreadnought and a massive war fleet to the Winged Hussars’ secret base, which she apparently knew the whereabouts of, in order to deal a deathblow to the Human mercs’ last bastion of resistance.  
 
    A slight smile crossed his lips. Peepo would find New Warsaw a far harder target than she could ever imagine. His memory of the Hussars’ home system was incomplete due to when his memories were copied, shortly after his arrival. He remembered a vast field of asteroids, many apparently both mobile and armed. Then there was the Hussars’ huge fleet of ships. Finally was Prime Base, the biggest space station he’d ever seen. No, despite the power she wielded, Rick doubted Peepo would come out of that fight a winner.  
 
    There were a lot of images from Sao Paulo of the immobile Raknar, 30-meter-tall battle machines. These were often accompanied by stills of Jim Cartwright and his fellow ‘Raknar Pilots,’ as they were called. They’d surrendered to allow the rest of the Horsemen to escape, when Alexis Cromwell was killed and the attack fell apart.  
 
    Colonel Cromwell dead will make things more complicated, he thought as he looked at his long-lost friend. Jim looked defeated, but not beaten. He recognized the boy in the man. One of the now-fabled Horsemen. One of the articles showed all the Cartwrights who’d led the Cavaliers. Jim looked the most like his great-grandfather, the original Jim Cartwright, who’d been in the Alpha Contracts over a century ago. Jim Cartwright senior might not have been as large as his grandson, but he had the same facial features. Sometime in the intervening years, the younger Jim had also picked up a self-assurance Rick had never seen before. It suited a man who drove a 30-meter-tall war machine.  
 
    General Peepo was offering a one-million-credit reward for capture of the little aliens the Raknar pilots used to help operate the machines. Called ‘Fae,’ they were tiny, only half a meter tall, it appeared. One was in a file picture of Jim from before the war. Brown fur, huge blue-on-blue eyes, a long tail, and equally long, expressive ears. It seemed to be grinning, just like Jim. Something about the look suggested intelligence.  
 
    Rick considered breaking his old friend out of prison. The Æsir armor had capabilities Peepo’s people couldn’t imagine. Whatever Sato had in mind wouldn’t take more than a few more days, he figured. Maybe after the scientist was safely stashed away in Japan, Rick could hop a shuttle back to Brazil and kick some Veetanho ass. The thought made him grin.  
 
    The flat display built into the seat backs showed four and half hours to their destination. He searched around the seat and found a power receptacle. Plugging in, he was pleased to find its power output quite high. By the time they arrived at their destination, he would have over 90% capacity on the suit’s hybrid batteries. He plugged in, found some music on the Aethernet, and zoned out, listening to Drowning Pool. How could I forget how awesome this is? 
 
    The train made three stops: first in Shreveport, Louisiana; next in Little Rock, Arkansas; and then in Memphis, Tennessee. Each time it was 10 minutes sharp before the alarm sounded and the doors closed. Each time, he kept a careful eye on the train platform, alert for any sign of one of Sato’s old mystery friends.  
 
    Most aliens riding the train were gone by the time they stopped in Memphis. Now the passengers all looked like working men and women who couldn’t afford a shuttle flight, with a smattering of average people or families on a short trip. Nothing looked questionable or even shifty to him.  
 
    The train accelerated back to top speed. Just under two hours later, it slowed as they approached their destination.  
 
    “Sato,” Rick said and gently jostled the other man.  
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “We’re coming into the station.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” Sato said, stretching and yawning. He looked around, blinking. “Did I sleep all the way here?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not a problem.” Rick retracted his power adapter. “I got a full charge and listened to some music.”  
 
    “Good, good.” Sato stood and stretched again.  
 
    “We don’t have to stop here,” Rick said, feeling the beginnings of nervousness.  
 
    “Yes, I think you need to do this. But it’s your decision.”  
 
    Rick sat as the train continued to slow. Outside, the north side of Indianapolis slid past. He recognized Eagle Creek Park off to his right, then they whizzed over Interstate 65, now looking old and disused. Only a few more minutes. He realized he was being foolish.  
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he said. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    “There’s a restaurant just outside the terminal, still inside the station perimeter,” Sato said. “I’ll have Dakkar’s module moved to cargo transfer while you do what you want to do.” He reached up into the overhead and retrieved his shoulder bag. “Take as long as you need.”  
 
    The train entered the Carmel Terminal, the second largest maglev station in Indianapolis. A few passengers exited with them. Rick caught the cargo bots unloading Dakkar’s well-traveled module and had them move it to a secure area. There was a sign mentioning the food court.  
 
    Sato held out a handful of credits. “Let me know when you’re on the way back. I’m hungry anyway. See you soon?”  
 
    “Sure,” Rick said, taking the currency. “Don’t get adventurous. Remember, I have your laser.”  
 
    Sato nodded. Now that they were outside the lawless area around Houston, it wasn’t safe for Sato to continue carrying the holdout laser Rick had given him. Random searches weren’t uncommon in the United States Zone, and Carmel, Indiana was a quiet urban area. Rick had secured the weapon in one of his armored compartments, making it nearly impossible to detect.  
 
    Outside, he summoned a robotic flyer cab instead of a piloted one. Many didn’t like the robotic cabs, Humans still having more affinity to flesh than metal. Rick suspected he would find little compassion from his own species if push came to shove, though he was still predominantly flesh. 
 
    The cab dropped him off after a short flight, and Rick paid with cash. He walked away from the landing zone even as the cab was spinning up its turbofans and leaping back into the sky. He took a second to look around and find his bearings. A few things had changed. It was now late in the afternoon, and it was threatening rain.  
 
    He turned down one street, then another. A man out getting mail from his box stopped in mid-sorting and stared at the visage Rick presented walking down the street toward him. The man must have thought he was the source of the strange person’s interest.  
 
    “C-can I help you?” the man asked when they were only a couple meters apart. 
 
    “No,” Rick said and walked past without pausing. He could see the man following his progress via his rearward facing sensors. Probably going to call the police, Rick thought and turned at the next intersection. 
 
    His original plan had been to walk up to the front door, but after leaving behind a skittish local, who might have summoned law enforcement, he changed plans. Two blocks further down, he spotted a house he recognized. There was no sign of anyone, so Rick turned casually, walking across the lawn, and easily vaulted a low fence into the back yard. Immediately he was set upon by a large dog, growling and snapping at his leg.  
 
    “YIPE!” the dog yelped in pain and surprise as Rick felt teeth crack on his armored leg.  
 
    “Sniff before you bite,” Rick said. The dog ran a few meters away and turned, growling and barking. This won’t do, he decided and deployed his non-lethal system. A bolt of electric plasma arced out, connecting Rick’s suit arm to the dog, which yowled, jerked, and fell over unconscious. “Never liked dogs much,” Rick said, and proceeded in the direction he’d been heading, jumping another pair of fences before landing in another yard and stopping.  
 
    It was like he’d been there only days ago. The swing set of his childhood still rested in the corner, paint peeled and rusting. A faded memory of his father putting it together not long before he left. The confusion that followed, and his mother struggling to pay the bills on her meager salary. It felt so familiar, yet like he was looking at a movie he’d watched long ago, though he’d been here last less than three years ago.  
 
    Rick walked to the rear door of the home he’d grown up in. The door lock looked unchanged. He gave a rueful smile. I wonder, he thought, and reached out to punch in a code. The door buzzed and swung open for him. His mother had never removed Rick’s private code. He walked inside.  
 
    Like the yard, nothing had changed, though the paint was faded, and the cabinet work more chipped and worn. His armor picked up a hint of garlic, his mother’s favorite seasoning. He checked his chronometer. It was 16:44 local time. She would be getting off work in 16 minutes, and if she still worked at the same place, she’d be home in less than an hour.  
 
    He’d intended to go to his room and wait for her to get home, but he stopped in the living room. Until now, everything was as he remembered it, especially since the breakthrough with his recollection of Jim Cartwright. All the memories were more complete, clearer, and more vivid. What wasn’t in those memories was the picture of him on the fireplace mantel.  
 
    Rick walked over slowly to get closer. It was him in his official Winged Hussars uniform, with a single stripe, when he was only a private, taken just weeks after joining. A black ribbon was wrapped around the framed picture, and a golden necklace was draped over it. He reached out and lifted the necklace. It was the Saint Christopher medal his mother had given him when he’d left home as a merc.  
 
    “So they sent it home to her,” he said. That also meant something else.  
 
    He hadn’t used the armor’s built in code-breaking ability yet. There had been no need, with someone of Sato’s ability nearby. This time he did it himself. He logged into the house’s Wi-Fi—she hadn’t changed the password. Accessing the Aethernet, he located his mom’s account via his old Yack account code, and turned the armor’s autonomous data systems loose on it. A second later, he was in his mom’s account. Scrolling back, he found the transaction, 50,000 credits paid from the Winged Hussars’ death bond on Earth. 
 
    All mercs who signed with a unit got a life insurance policy, paid for by the mercenary unit. It was Merc Guild law. The minimum for his rank was only 5,000 credits, though. The Hussars were quite generous with their benefits. All the Horsemen probably were, he guessed.  
 
    Looking through her transaction records since the money was paid, he could see she’d left it alone for quite a while. Then she began using small amounts, very frugally. She’d paid off credit debt, then the house. She purchased a new/used car. The total she’d used was less than 5,000 credits, leaving a substantial balance. There were still regular deposits from her job. Even though the money his death paid her would let her quit and live comfortably, she’d kept working.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s my mom.” He looked at the medal lying in his metallic hand. There were no tears. He couldn’t mourn for someone who hadn’t died. Who would he mourn for? Himself? He was past that point, if he’d ever reached it. His mother was well enough off, but still he felt he needed to do something.  
 
    Rick almost kept the medal, but in the end, it felt wrong. Instead, he put it on the mantel next to his picture, so she’d notice it had been moved. On top of the medal, he placed a 50,000-credit chit. Lastly, he walked to his old room and looked inside. It was as he’d suspected: unchanged. He went to the end table and opened the bottom drawer. Hidden in a flap in the top of the drawer, he recovered the only item he wanted. It was a Cartwright’s Cavaliers challenge coin, given to him by Jim when they were 11. He’d forgotten it when he left for cadre training and had always meant to retrieve it.  
 
    He’d hidden it there when Jim had given it to him, afraid if his mom found it, she’d throw it away or something. She wouldn’t have understood. It was gunmetal gray, not the kind of coin mercs gave out at a bar. This was made from a fallen CASPer, one his ancestors had piloted. It was a token of honor and respect among mercs. They’d only been kids, but it meant a lot to him. He stashed it in a compartment and turned to go.  
 
    The last thing he did was use the armor’s code-breaking ability to wipe all evidence of his visit. As he reached for the back door, he heard a car come into the driveway. Just in time, he thought as he pulled the door closed behind him.  
 
    Through the door’s small window, he watched his mother come in the front door. She looked older, and tired. “Good to see you again, mom,” he said inside the armor, then left the way he’d come. The threatened rain started to fall.  
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    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato tucked into his autochef sushi with a grunt. It wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t good, either. He was hungry, so the food was suitable fuel. He ate it without complaint.  
 
    As he consumed the fake sushi, he went over train and shuttle schedules. He knew where he needed to go now and was hoping the next stop would open up some memories, help him reconnect with who he’d been, or at least give him some closure. He wasn’t too picky. He was, however, a little jealous of Rick managing to reconnect his own regrown neurons.  
 
    The feelings of jealousy were an artifact of who he’d been before the new pinplants were installed by Nemo. A selfish, self-centered jerk, as he’d been reminded by Kleena after Sato’s doomsday device incident. While Sato now understood his older self, he wasn’t proud of it. Back during his time with the Hussars, he’d had no personal friends. He hadn’t really thought about it back then. In retrospect, it made sense.  
 
    These thoughts brought him around to Rick. When he’d ‘recruited’ the former marine, Sato had thought he was doing the man a favor. As part of his introspective phase, he wondered if Rick was grateful or resentful of being resurrected as an Æsir? He remembered a line from an old 20th century movie. “The dead only know one thing; it is better to be alive.”  
 
    The little autochef-operated café where he’d gotten his food had a long glass frontage next to the taxi and auto-pickup. The area was quiet within minutes of the train dropping them off. So, when a flyer swooped in for a landing, it immediately caught Sato’s eye. Rick climbed out, obvious in his long, flowing dark robe, the hood pulled up high.  
 
    He’d only been gone 72 minutes. Had he even gone to visit his mother as he’d said he was going to? Sato had gotten a glimpse of the flyer Rick had left in, and it was different than the one he’d returned in. The former marine had gone somewhere.  
 
    Rick spotted Sato and came into the terminal, then the diner. “Ready to go?” he asked as he sat at the booth.  
 
    “There’s a train heading out in 20 minutes,” Sato said, cocking his head. “Are you sure—” 
 
    “Yes,” Rick cut in. “Positive. I’m done here.”   
 
    “Okay,” Sato said and got up. “Let’s go, then.”  
 
    Just like he said, 20 minutes later, they watched Dakkar’s module being moved onto a train by bots after they’d bought their own tickets. The new train was almost indistinguishable from the last one, except it appeared to have more freight cars. Just like the previous train, it also departed exactly on time, and accelerated to 450kph on their northward trip.  
 
    This leg was short with two more stops, the first in Fort Wayne, then in Toledo, Ohio. Then they were in Michigan and approaching Romulus, the end of their trip. The trip was over only an hour after boarding again.  
 
    “I have our tickets from the skyport,” Sato told Rick after using a kiosk just off the train. Detroit had possessed a starport, briefly. Internal politics in the USA had caused squabbling over the ownership of starports. The other two operating starports were in Florida and Washington DC. Another was under construction in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Since Detroit’s former starport had orbital infrastructure, it was relabeled skyport, more or less one step above an airport.  
 
    “How soon before we leave?” 
 
    “We have four hours here in Ann Arbor; should be long enough.”  
 
    “So you still want to go through with it?” Rick asked.  
 
    “I think we should,” Sato said. Rick nodded as the bot came up with Dakkar’s module. “Grab a flyer and let’s get this done.” 
 
    Because of the module, they had to get an extra-large flyer, which took a few minutes. Rick and Sato both agreed, they didn’t want to leave Dakkar behind at this point. The flyer took them to an address in Ann Harbor that Sato had gotten from the Aethernet. It was a modest house in a nice neighborhood.  
 
    They’d left the rain in Indiana behind, though the weather was cooler. When the flyer deposited them in front of the residence, Sato could see his breath in the evening air. He checked his chronometer; the time was just after 20:00 local. Not too late. Rick picked up the module and their well-traveled duffel bag and followed him up the sidewalk to the front door.  
 
    On the cab ride, Sato had changed back into a Winged Hussars uniform, including his unit patch for the Geek Squad. He’d left the name off, though. At the door, he pressed the notification bell. The sound of it was barely audible through the door. He wasn’t sure whether he hoped she was there or not.  
 
    “Just a minute!” a feminine voice answered. Sato gave a little sigh. A second later, the door opened to reveal a woman dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, with a baby on her hip. “Hello?” she asked, looking at Sato with a confused expression. Then she focused on his uniform. “Oh!” 
 
    “Mrs. Lea O’Connell?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said tentatively.  
 
    “I served in the Winged Hussars, ma’am,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” she said, and reached to close the door. 
 
    Sato took the picture with her writing out of his pocket and held it up. She stopped with the door halfway closed. “I wanted to give this to you.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” she whispered.  
 
    “It was in the secure safe aboard Citation.” He took out the torn ticket. “Along with this. It survived the ship’s destruction.”  
 
    She looked at the ticket, shook her head once, and began to collapse. Sato was caught completely off guard. Luckily Rick’s enhanced reflexes and speed kicked in. He deftly slid around Sato and caught the grief-stricken woman and her now-screaming child just before they hit the tiled entryway floor.  
 
    Sato pushed the door open and looked back at Rick. “Take her inside,” he said. Rick nodded and carried the pair to the nearby living room before returning to bring Dakkar’s module and their baggage inside. It wouldn’t do for a passing cop to stop and ask questions of the strangers carrying around an unconscious woman.  
 
    Sato got her settled on the couch, then found a crib in an adjacent sitting room, and took the screaming baby there. In the kitchen was a specialized autochef called a BabyChef. The mother had it preprogrammed for formula, so Sato pressed the button, and it produced a bottle in less than a minute.  
 
    “Good thing she wasn’t breastfeeding,” he mumbled as he brought the infant the bottle, situated the child on its side, and gave it the bottle. The baby was old enough to do the rest. “You good?” he asked the child, who had calmed down and was drinking happily, watching him with deep hazel-colored eyes. “Okay.” He went back into the living room. 
 
    Rick had Dakkar’s container open, and the Wrogul was perched on the edge, examining the room with its bright blue eyes.  
 
    “Has the situation deteriorated?” it asked with pulses of light.  
 
    “No,” Sato said. “We’re just…helping someone.”  
 
    The alien looked at the unconscious Mrs. O’Connell. “Help?” 
 
    “She fainted,” Rick offered, then explained why they were there.  
 
    “I see. So the female was unaware her mate had perished in battle?”  
 
    “It would appear so,” Sato said.  
 
    “Weird, since my mother knew about me,” Rick said.  
 
    “There were several months between your death and Captain O’Connell’s,” Sato reminded him. Just then, the woman began to wake. She looked at Sato and the armored form of Rick in alarm. “It’s okay,” Sato assured her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make this such a shock. We thought you had already been informed.”  
 
    She slowly sat up on her couch, wiping her eyes and sighing. “No, I haven’t gotten any notification. I’ve been reading all I could on the failed battle. Some bloggers have logged every Winged Hussars ship that was in the battle, including the ones destroyed. There were no sightings of Citation.” She sighed again and shook her head. “All the people who seemed to know tactics said Cromwell wouldn’t leave any of her cruisers behind unless they were damaged or…destroyed.” She looked down at her hands in her lap with the last.  
 
    “A logical assessment, I’m sad to say,” Sato said.  
 
    “Are you a captain, too?” She glanced from him to Rick for a second, standing stoically in the corner closer to the door. 
 
    “No, I’m a scientist.” He tapped the logo. “I actually designed the Crown-class, of which Citation was one.” 
 
    “I see,” she said. She finally noticed Dakkar’s support module and blinked in amazement. “Is that an alien?”  
 
    “Yes, his name is Dakkar; he’s a Wrogul and a friend of mind.” Dakkar flashed colors. “He says hello.”  
 
    She stared at the alien for a long moment, perhaps unable to add everything together into a complete picture. Finally she shook her head and addressed Sato again. “Can I see what you have?”  
 
    “Sure,” Sato said and handed her the picture and the ticket.  
 
    She gave a sad smile at the picture and turned the ticket over and over. “It’s funny he kept this,” she said. She held it up for Sato to see.  
 
    “What was it from?”  
 
    “Our senior prom. I only went with James because my friend wanted to go with his friend.” She chuckled. “I knew James, of course; we were in the same class and all. Thought he was a bit of an ass. The irony is, Janet never hit it off with Ted, James’ friend, while James and I fell in love. He kissed me while we danced.” She held up the ticket again. “This is from the prom. Our first kiss.”  
 
    She tucked the ticket fragment between the frame and the glass, taking the picture and placing it on the fireplace mantel. “Thank you for bringing this,” she said. “Where did he die?”  
 
    “The battle of Golara, the mission that allowed the Hussars to plan their offensive to retake the colonies,” Sato said. “Citation was destroyed in the battle while screening for a squadron led by a battlecruiser. His steadfastness in battle leading his crew helped us win the day.”  
 
    She moved a statue of a horse on the mantel, putting the picture in its place, fiddling with it a couple times.  
 
    <We should go,> Rick commed to Sato.  
 
    “We should go,” Sato said, repeating what Rick had sent to him privately. “I am sorry for coming unannounced, what with the alien occupation, and all.”  
 
    “Perfectly understandable.” She’d walked over to the adjoining room and checked her child, smiling as she returned. “You have a father’s touch; little James doesn’t take to many people. Do you have kids?”  
 
    “No,” Sato said. “It wasn’t in the cards for me.”  
 
    She looked at Rick who, to her, had remained silent. Her eyes narrowed with unasked questions, though she left them that way. As she walked past Dakkar, the Wrogul began to reach for her.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Sato said through his pinplant translator, producing a cascade of colorful lights. The tentacles retracted. Lea looked from Sato to the Wrogul curiously, then to the door.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” she said. “At least I know.” 
 
    “That’s what I hoped to give you,” Sato said. Rick shooed Dakkar back into his module and closed the lid, picking it up with ease. Lea’s eyes went wide at the display of power.  
 
    “Your friend is quite strong.” 
 
    “It pays to have strong friends,” Sato said as he stepped outside and turned back to her. “Oh, I almost forgot!” He reached into a pocket and withdrew something, holding his hand out. She held her own hand out, and he dropped a credit chit into hers. “With the war, the usual means to pay benefits wasn’t available.” 
 
    “It wasn’t really…” her voice tapered off as she looked in her hand at the one-million-credit chit. “Oh my god,” she said. “B-but his merc guild benefit was only 100,000 credits!”  
 
    “There’s a special clause for this war,” he said. Rick passed with the support module, nodding to her as we went. “Good life to you, ma’am.”  
 
    Out on the street, Rick put down the module as Sato summoned another flyer. “That was a very generous thing to do,” he said to Sato.  
 
    “It seemed like the right thing.” 
 
    “That was a lot of our credits, though.”  
 
    “We’ll find more if we need them. We have a shuttle to catch.”  
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    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The robotic handling system moved the shuttle onto a cradle, which then moved it to a debarkation port. Rick was the second out, right behind Sato. The shuttle had been half empty on its hop from Detroit to Tokyo.  
 
    One of the few advantages of alien occupation was not having to explain Dakkar. Earth had once been a difficult place for aliens to visit, especially unusual ones like the Wrogul. Now, however, one of the first things General Peepo had done was to remove any and all restrictions against the movement of alien species on Earth. The reason was to take a blowtorch to any Republic regulations that might give legitimacy to someone wanting to stop her mercs from moving around. However, it benefited Rick and his group by allowing them to take Dakkar anywhere with impunity. The local customs literally couldn’t say a thing.  
 
    At the Tokyo Starport, they saw a pair of Besquith sitting at a sushi bar eating their way through the befuddled chef’s repertoire. If the sushi chef hoped to chase the werewolf-like aliens off by using the hottest sauces he could find, the man was in for a surprise. Besquith could digest steel. It was unlikely a ghost pepper would even cause them to raise an eyebrow.  
 
    Since they’d had to declare Dakkar, the Wrogul had ridden with them. The cost of three seats wasn’t that much anyway. The suborbital shuttle routes around the planet were largely still operational, with thousands of ships zipping back and forth. It was cheaper to keep them flying than to ground them and disrupt the schedules.  
 
    “It’s a good thing we weren’t coming through the starport,” Rick said as he carried the module down the ramp. Behind them, a Japanese customs agent glared at their backs. Sato speaking his language and looking like him hadn’t helped in the least. Luckily they’d studied the current laws and simply refused to answer any of the questions. Their Yacks checked out, leaving customs no choice but to allow them in. “These fake Yacks are going to bite us in the butt sooner or later.” 
 
    <How can a computer identification bite you in the posterior?> Dakkar asked over their pinplants. Rick had begun wishing Sato had never turned on the Wrogul’s comms before leaving Detroit.  
 
    <It’s a figure of speech, a metaphor,> Sato explained.  
 
    <Your language is sometimes confusing,> the Wrogul replied.  
 
    “Says the glowing octopus,” Rick whispered to Sato with a chuckle.  
 
    “They’re exotic, remember?” Sato said. “Any resemblance their mental processes have to ours is purely learned patterns.”  
 
    Rick nodded in understanding. After they’d left Lea O’Connell’s house, Sato had wanted to know what Dakkar had been planning to do when he reached for her.  
 
    “She appeared to be in mental anguish over her mate’s death.” 
 
    “She was,” Sato confirmed.  
 
    “I was going to remove all memory of him.” 
 
    “My god!” Rick stammered as they rode their flyer. “How would that help?”  
 
    “She would no longer be in pain.”  
 
    “And she would no longer remember her husband and the good times.” 
 
    “Or the bad,” the Wrogul insisted. “I believe this balances out.” 
 
    “That is not your decision to make,” Sato told the young alien, which ended the conversation.  
 
    Rick wondered on their flight from Detroit if Dakkar was considering these moral issues, or if it had simply stopped thinking about it. Sato was quite right, the Wrogul didn’t think like a Human. Of course, his very presence with Sato was living proof that the alien didn’t have any sort of moral code to justify its action.  
 
    He remembered that there were Wrogul working in lots of places doing pinplant and surgical work. He’d heard it was the Wrogul who’d adapted pinplants for use by Humans. He shuddered at the thought as he considered what the aliens could do if they ever became mad at Humans.  
 
    “We going to be here long?” Rick asked Sato.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” He examined the taxi landing as he used the local Aethernet to summon a ride. “We need a hotel for a short time so we can keep Dakkar out of trouble while I follow this lead.” 
 
    “From the box in Houston?” Rick asked.  
 
    Sato nodded. “Leaving our Wrogul friend unattended is not an acceptable option right now. So I’ll go on this one alone.” 
 
    “Not an option, sir.”  
 
    Sato turned and looked at him. “I think I know what I’m doing.”  
 
    “I’m not convinced of that,” Rick admitted. Sato’s eyes narrowed as the flyer he’d ordered came in for a landing. “We’re both in the same boat; we’re both suffering from memory loss and intermittent recall. You’re being led down a rabbit hole by your memories. Who’s to say which ones are real and which aren’t?” 
 
    Sato took the key out of his pocket and dangled it before Rick. “Are you saying I’m imagining this?”  
 
    “No, I’m saying you don’t know what comes next. We’re on Earth because of a hunch. We went to Houston on the same hunch. Now we’re halfway around the world, based on a key you found in a storage box. What does it mean? What will you find there?” He’d told Rick about the museum the key was linked to, but not what it meant. Rick had researched the museum, and it was mainly Japanese history of space flight starting with JAXA, on through first contact, and then to the Japanese space navy unit Night Birds.  
 
    “You’re making me sound a little crazy.” 
 
    “We’re both a little crazy.”  
 
    “What about Dakkar?”  
 
    “We’ll find a hotel we can be sure he’ll stay out of trouble in.” 
 
    Sato made a face but then slowly nodded. “We can probably find somewhere to keep him buttoned up.” 
 
    <I can hear everything you are saying.> 
 
    “We’ll have to pick a place better than the kind of dumps we’ve been staying in,” Rick said.  
 
    “At least we can get Dakkar some fresh seafood to munch on.”  
 
    “After that last stunt he almost pulled back there, we should leave him to eat recycled food in the module.” 
 
    <Hello, I am right here!> 
 
    Rick looked at Sato, and the two grinned. They moved the module aboard the flyer and flew away from the port.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick’s points proved too difficult to counter. Ultimately Sato was forced to concede; having the Æsir-equipped former marine accompany him was smarter than leaving him to watch Dakkar. 
 
    They stopped off at a fish market first. It was now early morning in Tokyo, the ideal time for such a trip. The fishing ships had just offloaded their catches from the night, and a thousand vendors were selling all manner of sea life for consumption. The Japanese people, a massive population on a tiny chain of islands, had long ago learned to appreciate everything, from sea urchins to kelp.  
 
    As they maneuvered the long lines of stalls and tanks, Sato felt a memory tickle his mind, though nothing fully materialized. In the end, they settled for a bag of live crabs and another with half a kilo of seaweed. Dakkar kept up a running dialogue the entire time, everything from his desire to try several different crustaceans to how he didn’t appreciate them talking about him. Sato wondered if he should have left the two-way communicator off in the module. 
 
    Dakkar really wanted to eat the crustacea fresh out of the tank. 
 
    “Do you want us to pop your tank open in an open-air seafood market?” Sato asked. 
 
    “What difference does it make?” Dakkar asked.  
 
    “You look like seafood.” 
 
    Dakkar was quiet for a long pause. “Oh.”  
 
    An hour later via surface cab, they’d checked into a hotel. Sato found it via the Aethernet as specializing in aliens. When they’d pulled up to the hotel, a trio of MinSha were having an animated conversation. The three didn’t seem to pay any attention to the Humans and their cargo. At least Sato didn’t think so. Since the MinSha were similar to praying mantises, their compound eyes made it difficult to be sure what they were looking at. 
 
    As the hotel catered to aliens, there were no Human personnel. Instead, it was operated by bots exclusively, including at the door. A pair picked up the support module and loaded it onto a similarly robotic cart to be taken to their room. There wasn’t even a desk, only a Tri-V-style kiosk, where a simulated AI would answer any questions or requests.  
 
    “Modeled after a hotel you’d find on many space stations around the galaxy,” Sato said.  
 
    “How come there aren’t any like this in Houston startown?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Japanese are a little different in the way we adopt technology and processes.” Sato shrugged. “Goes back to the era of the Shoguns. In 1869, we were a feudal country; by 1900, a network of trains ran throughout the country, telegraph was in every city, and local rule replaced feudal lords. It happened really fast. Of course, it also created an overly patriotic attitude fueled by xenophobia. That didn’t end well.” 
 
    “World War II,” Rick said.  
 
    “And then some.” Sato might not remember much about his earlier life, but his memory of Japanese history and the never-quite-admitted atrocities committed in the name of the Japanese Empire were firmly on his conscience. After the war, the country had all but committed ritual seppuku for its former warrior spirit. It had taken nearly a century to find their will to defend themselves again. Of course, nuclear weapons had a way of adjusting your attitudes.  
 
    The hotel might be the most modern in Galactic Union terms, but it was also the smallest, reminding Sato about a fact of Japanese hotel rooms. Space was at a premium on an island nation, especially one of many hundreds of millions. Once the bots deposited Dakkar’s module in the center of the room, Sato and Rick had to carefully maneuver around it, as it took up nearly a quarter of the total floor space.  
 
    “Pretty tiny for 500 credits,” Rick muttered.  
 
    “This is actually fairly roomy for a two-bed,” Sato said. “Since you’re good standing or in a chair, I almost went for the one-bed, but there wouldn’t have been room for Dakkar.” 
 
    The module door popped with a hiss, and the Wrogul immediately surfaced. “Food?”  
 
    “Well, priorities first,” Sato said, and got the bag of crabs. Rick fished one out of the bag. He wasn’t concerned about the pincers. They were rubber-banded closed, and even if they slipped, the crab would shatter its claws on the alloy of Rick’s hands. He didn’t even get the flailing crab into the water before a tentacle shot out and relieved him of it.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Rick said as the alien disappeared below the water to eat. 
 
    Sato helped ensure Dakkar had eaten his fill, eventually releasing the surviving crabs into the support tank, where they’d be sustained as well until its owner was hungry again.  
 
    Sato went around the room, inspecting the design. He’d known the alien architecture was on purpose to make off-world visitors feel more at home. However, he also knew it likely meant it was compatible with space borne construction. After a short time, he confirmed. “It’s airtight.” 
 
    “Why would they do that on a planet’s surface?” Rick asked.  
 
    “I doubt it was the intention. Likely it’s just a side effect of the designs they purchased. Whatever the reason, that means we’re safe leaving our Wrogul friend in his food-induced coma.” Dakkar floated on the surface of his tank, lazily paddling through the water and toying with a dismembered crab claw.  
 
    Rick glanced around and at the Wrogul, then nodded. “You were expecting this?”  
 
    “I suspected an alien-centric hotel would be like this. Glad I was right.”  
 
    “Okay, we need to head out?”  
 
    “Yeah, the museum opens in two hours,” he agreed.  
 
    After taking a few minutes to once again be certain their Wrogul charge couldn’t easily make good an escape—relatively confident—Sato donned his old uniform, once again bereft of insignia, and the pair left the hotel. The MinSha were gone, but a solitary purple ursine Oogar towered over them by the door, using an improbably small slate, and roaring his annoyance at whatever he was reading.  
 
    Staying off public transportation, though it was extensive and cheap in Tokyo, they took a flyer instead, now that they didn’t have the bulky, heavy support module. Robotic, like the hotel, it took them up into the carefully controlled traffic patterns.  
 
    Tokyo had more flyers of all types by population than any other state on the planet. They’d also largely stayed out of the merc war of occupation because there were so few Japanese mercs and they made an official statement of neutrality. This was chafing relations with other states, who held more loyalty to the mercs who’d kept the planet fed than to a government that only treated them as a cash machine. The end result was even more traffic than before the war, as proportionally more commerce shifted to the Tokyo Starport.  
 
    “I hope we’re not at a higher risk being here,” Rick said.  
 
    “Probably some,” Sato admitted, “but this is where I need to be.” He had the key in his hand and was turning it over and over. “After I’m done, we’re in a good position to go wherever we want from here, too.”  
 
    Rick sat quietly as the turbojet-powered flyer carried them onward. Sato examined the cab’s controls. The robotic vehicle was capable of independent flight and was currently following specific control from a ground-based traffic control computer. Various status indicators explained how it was operating at the moment. 
 
    The flyer was Human manufactured. Sato had seen more than enough such machines to know they weren’t made by aliens. However, there were clearly a lot of alien-manufactured components. He knew this because Earth manufacturing had never reached the point of being independent of alien component suppliers for any meaningful quantities. Out in the galaxy, somewhere, existed manufacturing bases vast enough to fuel the many thousands of races. Most date back to the Dusman, he thought. Once again, a bit of information bubbled up from his screwed-up memory. He deeply wished he could know just what he knew. Not to mention why a trip to 2nd Level Hyperspace had begun to cause this info to float up from the depths of his damaged memory.  
 
    His fantasizing about disassembling the flyer was interrupted as it beeped to notify passengers it was descending toward the requested destination. Sato looked out the transparent side bubble of the canopy at the museum complex approaching below them. The dome over the outdoor exhibits was partially translucent, so he could only see vaguely ship-like shapes.  
 
    Beyond the museum in the near distance was Tokyo Starport. Dozens of starships squatted in their landing bunkers. Several were warships. A fat orbital transfer ship lumbered into the sky and side slipped into an ascent corridor. A moment later the launch laser fired into the ship’s booster engine, ablating the material and generating thrust. The ship climbed, quickly accelerating into the early morning sky.  
 
    The flyer dropped below the level of the dome, blocking his view of the starport, as the fans increased power, bringing them to a smooth landing at the designated zone. 
 
    The Museum of Aeronautical and Space Sciences had once been in Narita, which was annexed when the airport became Japan’s starport. The Japanese, never one for lawlessness (in their opinion), and firmly against personal firearm ownership, had created the startown on the opposite side of the starport. A high perimeter fence and careful security checkpoints kept anything from spilling out into the sanguine countryside. The museum had once been on starport property, but only briefly.  
 
    Once they exited the flyer and it had leaped back into the sky, the pair looked up the long rise of stairs to the modern concrete building. The main doors were flanked on either side by a pair of old-style chemical rockets. On the right was a Lambda rocket and launcher, the first used by Japan in the 1960s. The left was an H-IIB. The Lambda was only a dozen meters tall, transporter included, while the H-IIB towered over it at 56 meters.  
 
    “We didn’t study the Japanese space program,” Rick noted as he looked at the rockets.  
 
    “Japan didn’t go big into space,” Sato said. “We were making progress just before First Contact, though. We’d even sent a sample return mission to an asteroid.” He walked toward the entrance. “The H-II family was manufactured by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries.” 
 
    “Didn’t they help develop the CASPer?” 
 
    “Actually they did it all, at least the Mk 1 through Mk 3, before things kinda fell apart. I never found out what happened, something about an internal political thing at MHI.” Sato shook his head. “We’re an overly proud people when it comes to technological developments. The only thing we would never take credit for is failing. Eventually when internal squabbling stalled the development, Cartwright bought out MHI and formed Binnig. The rest is history.” 
 
    Inside they paid 1,000 ¥ each to a robot kiosk. Sato plunked a 1 credit chit into the machine, curious what it would do. It dutifully provided change in yen. He gave a little smile, proud of his people. They walked through the doors into the museum proper.  
 
    The first thing they saw was a large, round atrium with a skylight admitting the morning sun. In the center was a fusion plant. The sign stated it was a 12-C Fusion Plant, manufactured by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries in 2030. 
 
    “Just five years after first contact,” Rick noted after reading the sign. 
 
    “We were a lot closer to sustained fusion than the aliens realized. We just hadn’t figured out the lasers for initiation—and, of course, F11. Without F11, it was a bitch and a half controlling the radiation and containing the reaction.”  
 
    “But no reactors are made on Earth.” 
 
    Sato nodded. “We could, the problem is all the components that aren’t made here.” He narrowed his eyes, and information bubbled to the surface. “The flow of F11 began to dwindle when we tried to tool up to manufacture fusion plants, too.” 
 
    “Well, that’s dirty pool,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato laughed and patted Rick on his armored shoulder. “The guilds are all out for themselves. It might keep government from favoring any one business interest over another, but it helps those businesses become monopolies and pick who they want to do business with.” 
 
    “That goes on here, too.” 
 
    “Yes, but not on the same scale as out in the galaxy.” Sato shrugged. “‘Every form of government is inferior to whatever you’re using at the time,’ is an old saying. Most aliens grudgingly like the Union because there have been no all-out wars in 20,000 years. However, there have been thousands of small- and medium-sized ones.” 
 
    “How big is this war on Earth?”  
 
    “On the scale of the Union? Barely worth noticing. Outside of the Cresht Region, home sweet home, I doubt it made the news.”  
 
    The 12-C fusion engine was flanked by massive Tri-Vs showing films of Japanese scientists building the reactor. These movies were playing on a loop. There were maybe a dozen people in the atrium looking at the reactor or watching the movie. The museum had opened 15 minutes before they arrived. What with it being a weekday, he wasn’t expecting many others this morning.  
 
    The museum was laid out in such a way as to encourage guests to follow a route that would lead them through Japanese space development starting with the Lambda, and ending with current projects. Deciding he didn’t want to buck the trend, Sato strolled along the indicated display route.  
 
    There were branches off the route covering rocket-era flight, airplanes, gliders, and even balloons. He passed those, as well as early rocketry and the obligatory national flagellation over WWII.  
 
    Finally they reached the first starships. These were Tri-V presentations of Japanese citizens visiting ships in orbit. Sato read that these were the few who’d joined in the Alpha Contracts. Japan’s warrior spirit, Bushido, wasn’t quite dead. She’d sent 42 of her boys and girls to the stars, mixed within six newly-formed mercenary companies. None of them had returned home.  
 
    Further on was the Kōkishin, Japan’s first spaceship post-first contact. Capable of continuous thrust via a fusion torch, it went out to Saturn for a month-long exploration, fulfilling its namesake, Curiosity. The entire ship was in the museum, carefully restored to the condition it was in when used. The Kōkishin had suffered irreparable fusion core damage after a bad landing. Sato moved on, though Rick lingered a few moments.  
 
    Sato passed two more ships. Both were like the Kōkishin in that they weren’t starships. The first true starship was near the end of the tour. Sakura Maru was a Maki-designed ship purchased essentially as scrap by the Japanese government. Refitted as best as the nation’s industry could manage, it was crewed with the best and brightest the nation had to offer, and sent to the stars to explore, make friends, and trade.  
 
    It was similar to the Chinese Zaoshang, the first Human starship. Japan had never liked learning about the universe from unknown peoples or aliens. The expense of buying, outfitting, and supplying a starship was immense for a nation as poor as Japan was, at least on a galactic scale. The population was overwhelmingly in support of it.  
 
    Sakura Maru, Cherry Blossom, was like Kōkishin, a permanent part of the museum. The main crew gangway was open, allowing guests to visit. It was recreated in detail, and a Tri-V was playing a scene from the ship’s departure ceremony.  
 
    “Mr. Sato,” Rick said from the display nearby.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “You should look at the names on this plaque.” 
 
    Sato moved over and looked. It was a brass plaque attached to the hull after the ship returned. A dedication to the crew.  
 
    “I can’t read the Japanese…” Rick said. 
 
    “I can, it’s just a dedication to the crew, and those who didn’t return.”  
 
    “I saw the names,” Rick said and pointed. “Including this one.”  
 
    Sato focused on the name; Taiki Sato.  
 
    “Dedicated 2029,” Rick said. “I think I understand why you were drawn here,” Rick said, “but did you know you were over 100 years old?”  
 
    “No,” Sato admitted. But it also doesn’t surprise me. The ship was too familiar.  
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    “Are you sure it’s you?” Rick asked. “Don’t a lot of Japanese share the same name?”  
 
    “There are more than a few Taiki Satos in Japan,” Sato admitted, then looked past Rick and shook his head. “However, I’m pretty sure it’s me.”  
 
    Rick turned to follow Sato’s gaze. The Tri-V was showing a repeat of the ceremony again. Now that they were off to one side, Sato could see the crewmen on the ramp behind the ship’s captain, who was speaking about the epic mission they were about to undertake. One of the crewmen to the back of the group was a young man, no more than 25 years old. Sato knew the face well; it was his own, only younger.  
 
    “Jesus, over 100 years,” Rick said again. “How? You don’t look over 50.”  
 
    “I thought I was 48,” Sato admitted. He watched the younger version of himself standing patiently, eyes full of pride and excitement. The scientist took the key out of his pocket and looked at it. 
 
    “You should know, museum security has been following me.” Sato turned his head and looked at him. “I suspect my robotic body’s nature has them concerned.”  
 
    “You are a war machine. While you’re no real danger to them, they don’t know that.”  
 
    “Can they detect my weaponry?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sato said. “I’ve built in a lot of shielding to allow you to move around. They shouldn’t have been able to realize you were anything other than someone with cybernetic replacement parts. But this is Japan, so maybe.” He looked at the Sakura Maru and replayed the memory again. He was standing next to the landing leg, touching it. To the side of the entrance was a Tri-V of the ship, slowly turning. Everything matched. “I need to go inside,” he said.  
 
    “I assumed,” Rick said. “I’m going to go cause a distraction.”  
 
    “Don’t break anything?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Trust me,” Rick said, his glowing blue eyes seemingly twinkling in amusement before he turned and walked past the Sakura Maru display and onward into the museum.  
 
    Sato did his best to appear interested in the information display outside Sakura Maru for several minutes. Eventually a pair of smartly-dressed security guards scuttled by in pursuit. He dearly hoped they didn’t try to detain Rick. Not because he was afraid they’d succeed, but because he was afraid Rick would level the building stopping them.  
 
    Once the security guards were safely past, he walked up the ramp and into Sakura Maru. A chill breeze seemed to blow down his neck until he realized it was an air curtain, and the interior of the ship was being kept in a low temp/low humidity state to preserve it. 
 
    Nothing seemed familiar, yet somehow his feet knew where to walk and the angles of the deck. The museum had done a good job of orientation on the display. Sakura Maru had been designed to spend most of its time in space. Even so, the deck tilted precariously in places. In these locations, the museum had installed glowing warning signs and handholds. Sato didn’t need them. Even though his mind was telling him this was new, his feet knew every inch of the ship. It was a surreal experience.  
 
    Then he reached a section where a ‘Do Not Enter’ sign was hung. Clearly the tour was going to the bridge, and away from the rear section of the ship. Another sign warned of a radiation hazard. Sato glanced around with his eyes, keeping his head movements to a minimum. Three cameras and one movement sensor, he thought. He’d brought his electronics kit with him, a small case the size of a pack of cigarettes. He opened it in his pocket by feel and touched a control.  
 
    The cameras would be scrambled for about a minute. No longer under observation, he removed the toolkit from his pocket, selected the appropriate tools, and disabled the motion tracker. The ‘Do Not Enter’ sign was held across the corridor by a simple carabiner, which he detached, moved through, and then replaced. At the last instant, he spotted a simple low-tech electric eye.  
 
    Smart, he thought. Many B&E specialists often overlooked the simplistic, now that they had access to galactic tech. After making sure there was only one, he stepped over it and proceeded into the forbidden area.  
 
    Again his feet knew where to go. He walked a short distance down the corridor until he reached a hatchway. ‘Avionics & Computer’ was written in Japanese. Sato nodded and tried the door. Not only was it locked, but someone had also tack welded the door handle in place. No problem. His toolkit included a tiny laser cutter. He selected the device and one of the four powerful hybrid capacitor batteries. A couple seconds later, the welds were defeated.  
 
    The handle turned with a bone jarring screeech! He cringed and turned it as fast as he could, knowing the sound was probably audible all the way to the starport. The door clicked, and he quickly pulled it open and slipped inside before pulling it closed behind him.  
 
    The compartment was completely dark. Not just dark, it was like the depths of space. Sato was uncomfortably reminded of his time on the Keesius doomsday machine inside his CASPer, recently disabled by an EMP weapon. He swallowed against a growing panic.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Get control of yourself!” 
 
    “I’m trying, Saisho!” he cried as he flailed about for something to grab.  
 
    “Fear is your worst enemy, Human. Master it!” 
 
    “I-I can’t,” he sobbed. Inconceivable, lashed his brain. An eternity later, he felt tiny clawed hands moving him, and the cool steel of a stanchion pressed into his hand. Tiny glowing eyes regarded him. “Thank…you,” he gasped.  
 
    “You can do this, Human,” the Jōshi said.  
 
    He nodded. “I am ready to try again, Saisho!” 
 
    “Very well.” He was thrown into the spinning dark abyss once more.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Sato hissed as he came back to himself. His knees were in agony, and he felt for them in the dark, his hand coming away wet. With shaking hands, he found the little utility light he kept in a pocket and clicked it on. The compartment exploded into stark, x-ray-like relief. He bent forward, concentrating on breathing and the agony of his knees. Once he could breathe without shuddering, he looked at his knees. The uniform material was tough and hadn’t torn, but his skin hadn’t been as lucky. 
 
    He dug out a couple quick-clot adhesive bandages, pulling up his old Hussars suit legs and dealing with his wounds. “I hate blood,” he mumbled as he worked. His stomach roiled slightly. When he was done, he stood and looked around, running over the brief memory as he examined the compartment. The feelings of déjà vu thus created made his brain itch.  
 
    “I’ve been here,” he said as his eyes settled on old computer consoles, work benches, and a hive of storage compartments. “Storage compartments,” he said and removed the key. It only took a moment to find compartment 22XF; the key fit the lock perfectly. 
 
    The door opened with a slight grind—the lock was old, and this section of the ship had not been restored. If they’d gone over this section, they would have found the locked box, he thought. How long has it sat here, sealed against time? Inside was something wrapped in cloth. He lifted it out carefully, almost reverently. Before he could unwrap it, he was interrupted.  
 
    <How’s it going?> Rick transmitted to him via pinplants. The signal was weak, likely because of the surrounding ship and the museum structure.  
 
    <I have what I came for. Are you okay?> 
 
    <Fine.> His voice held a hint of amusement. <The security guards are easily startled.> 
 
    Sato frowned, trying to imagine what that meant. <I’m heading out. Meet you at the main exit.> 
 
    <Understood.> 
 
    The wrapped object was not much bigger than his toolkit, so he left it covered and slipped it into a pocket. Closing storage compartment 22XF, he relocked it and removed the key. Finally, he used the little laser tool to reseal the hatchway. Anyone entering the room after him would have no idea he’d been there.  
 
    Sato collected the apparatus he’d used to defeat their rather weak security measures and moved through the rest of the ship. The bridge wasn’t as hauntingly ‘familiar’ as the avionics and computer room had been. He put a hand on the captain’s chair as he passed. Somehow, he felt a feeling of loss. Without a backward look, he left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rick hadn’t had this much fun…well, since he was resurrected, he guessed. His memory was full of many fun events, most shared with Jim Cartwright. After the logjam in his mind had broken, he’d slowly been reliving moments, good and bad. Some events he’d had access to before, others he hadn’t. Some were complete mixtures, having entire events with bits and pieces missing. Now it seemed most were back. 
 
    He found a small alcove in the wall next to a display of alien races beside a Human for comparison. Sliding back into the small alcove, Rick engaged his active EM shielding. Three security guards trotted past, yelling into a radio. His translator didn’t catch all of it, just enough to confirm that they’d lost him completely.  
 
    As he led the museum security on a merry chase, he’d had time to observe the other patrons. A small group of school-aged children were being shepherded through by a pair of adult women. They’d taken no notice of the strange goings on. A smattering of obvious tourists was mixed in, identifiable by their languages. English, French, a pair of African dialects, and one pair speaking Portuguese. He only realized there were no aliens when he saw an alien. 
 
    He’d seen videos of temples in Japan with hundreds of monkeys living off handouts and the food monks gave them, so when he saw a large monkey walking along, he blinked in surprise. Then he noticed the monkey was wearing clothes and holding a slate, which made his logical mind kick in. It’s an opSha, he realized.  
 
    The opSha were an uncommon race in the Human arm of the galaxy. They did bear a striking resemblance to howler monkeys, except the opSha possessed tiny, nearly vestigial eyes, and massive ears. Their main sense was more akin to a bat’s echolocation. They were known as master chemists in the same way elSha were mechanical geniuses. Seeing one strolling through a museum in Japan was surprising, to say the least.  
 
    The security guards raced past the opSha without giving it a second’s glance. But once they were past, the opSha’s ears moved, tracking the retreating men carefully, even when they were well past being out of traditional sight. Rick moved the barest fraction, and the ears twitched, swinging his way. Holy shit, they’re sensitive!  
 
    With a simple command to the armor, he froze all movement. After a long moment, the opSha’s ears moved away, sweeping the area left and right before moving back in the direction of the departed guards. The alien continued to appear to study the displays and its slate, but Rick could see the ears working on other tasks. Knowing the being used its ears more than its eyes told a bigger story. Something was up. 
 
    Rick waited until the opSha had moved on around the corner before leaving his hiding place and finding the nearest service door. He didn’t bother with subtlety; he grabbed the handle and use his suit’s strength to break the lock and open the door. Since he didn’t know the layout of the museum, he again used the suit’s code-breaking ability to access the museum’s internal system and downloaded the building schematic. With it, he found the shortest route to the front door. 
 
    He moved fast, and through several areas where workers were busy. His speed didn’t allow much sightseeing. In one room, though, he noticed a group of people carefully disassembling a missile. They appeared quite alarmed as Rick entered through a door, gave his jump fans a pulse of power to vault over the missile, landed, and exited the other door.  
 
    Someone tried to sound an alarm. Rick was still inside their computer systems, so he overrode it. No doubt that someone was quite confused, because they repeatedly tried to activate it. Not wanting to waste his time continually overriding it, Rick simply disengaged it from the computer. He didn’t have to monitor the alarms anymore, and long after they were gone, he wondered how long they kept trying to activate it.  
 
    Rick reached the last door and blew through it into the main atrium, surprising a big group of pre-teen schoolgirls, who screamed and scattered. He took advantage of the situation by racing through them toward the exit. As he jumped and ran, a feeling of dread had been building inside him. A pair of the security guards who’d been stalking him were at the final checkpoint. They yelled and pointed as he pelted directly at them. He laughed as he jumped over them, the checkpoint, and the line of people waiting to get in.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato stepped out of the museum exit into the early morning weather. It was somewhat cold, and a light drizzle fell—typical Tokyo spring weather. The cloth-wrapped artifact in his pocket weighed heavily on him. He hadn’t wanted to get at something more in recent memory. It was exciting and annoying at the same time.  
 
    There was a short line of people waiting to purchase tickets and enter the museum. They were all chatting among themselves and hoping the line would move quicker so they could get out of the rain. He was a little surprised there wasn’t a covered waiting area. There was a small overhang of the building just to the left side of the main entrance. At least some people were staying out of the rain. Only these weren’t people, they were monkeys?  
 
    The same isolated part of his brain that had led him to Earth, then the mailbox, and now to the museum screamed an alarm so shrill, he shuddered. The monkeys were opSha. Recognition of the rarely seen race had already begun when the alarm was sounded. It momentarily confused him. The opSha weren’t a merc race. They were better known as chemists, and often worked for whatever guild paid for their service. But in another life, in another way, on another world, they were much more.  
 
    At the same instant he saw them and recognized the threat, they leaped into action, racing toward him in a half-jumping gait that covered a startling amount of ground quite quickly. There were four of them, and they would be on him in seconds.  
 
    For part of that time, Sato froze in indecision. He began to reach for the laser pistol Rick had provided him before remembering he didn’t have it. Next was running. He was in much better shape after spending days on Earth under full gravity. Regardless, the opSha were too damned quick. There was no way he would get away.  
 
    A shudder ran through his body, and he felt himself speaking. “They should have sent someone else,” he hissed.  
 
    “End of the road, Proctor!” the lead opSha snarled.  
 
    “Come learn from me, monkey!” What? Who said that? Everything went blank as the opSha leaped.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rick had completely missed Sato dealing with the four punks in Houston. After all, he’d just ridden an exploding garbage truck. By the time Rick came around from the explosive stunning, Sato was standing while the other four men weren’t.  
 
    Rick blasted through the museum exit—regrettably causing both glass doors to explode from the impact—and scanned the area to create a battlespace. The behavior of the opSha inside had made him certain trouble was afoot. It seemed Sato drew trouble the way sugar drew bees.  
 
    Four opSha were mere meters from Sato, attacking in a wave of blurred motion. Rick armed a laser and brought it up, targeted the lead alien, and fired. At the same instant, someone slammed into him from behind. The weight and momentum weren’t enough to knock him over, but it was enough for his shot to miss, causing it to go high.  
 
    Cursing, he left Sato to deal with the opSha himself. He figured if the slightly built scientist could tackle four brutish thugs singlehanded, he could handle four non-combatant opSha. His sensors allowed him to designate multiple targets, so he set the computer to automatically track and record Sato and turned his attention to his own problem. 
 
    His attacker was one of the two guards he’d jumped over a moment earlier. He’d gambled that the two would be too surprised to act quickly. Looked like he’d lost the bet. The man was trying to put him into a Full Nelson. Were he not augmented, it would have been a potentially dangerous situation. A well-executed Full Nelson performed by a person with sufficient leverage and strength was difficult to defeat. At least, without doing serious injury to your attacker. This guy was either a wrestler or had training.  
 
    Considering the suit his body was merged with, Rick wasn’t impressed with the attempt to restrain him. The man had only managed to begin applying the hold, because Rick’s arms weren’t at his side. Despite the attacker applying as much force as he could, he hadn’t succeeded in forcing Rick’s arms up so much as a centimeter. “Let go,” he said aloud.  
 
    “You are under arrest,” the man said.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Rick said.  
 
    The guard doubled his efforts and managed to move Rick’s arms a millimeter. “What are you?” he demanded. Rick just shook his head and moved his arms downward. He did it smoothly, though not overly fast. He didn’t want to rip the man’s hands off. “Gahh!” the security guard screamed as he tried his best to hold the move and failed.  
 
    His arms lowered, Rick dipped a shoulder and rammed an elbow backward into the guard’s solar plexus.  
 
    “Ooof!” the man grunted, falling to his knees as he gasped for breath.  
 
    Rick had just begun to activate the recall of sensor logs on Sato when the other guard performed a decent knee tackle on him from behind. Like the other man’s attempt at a bull-rush followed by a submission hold, the force of his impact was insufficient to succeed in taking him down. It did distract him again.  
 
    Sato was in the midst of a tangle of limbs and tails, four opSha and the scientist spinning in an orgy of violence. Rick really wanted to watch the tableau, but the second guard had drawn a metallic truncheon and was beating on Rick’s head from behind.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt any of you,” Rick said as he turned.  
 
    “What are you?” the second guard cried out as he saw Rick’s glowing eyes and metallic face. The man reached for a high-voltage stunner on his belt. He jammed the conductive tip into Rick’s metallic abdomen, triggering a 50,000-volt discharge. The Æsir’s hybrid batteries registered a 12% increase in power.  
 
    Rick sighed and backhanded the man, sending him cartwheeling to the side, where he landed in a heap. Spinning around, he found only one opSha still moving, but Sato was on his knees, the alien on his back, and its hand around his neck. Sato was screaming and writhing. Rick moved in a blur.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Just like the time he’d apparently fought the men in Houston, Sato didn’t remember any of it from the instant before the fight began until the end. This time the ending was different.  
 
    His feelings of self returned with a crash; awareness of his situation instantly sent him into a panic. Around him, three of the opSha were sprawled, contorted in either death or unconsciousness. The final one was on his back, scrambling to get a grasp around his neck. Along with his feelings of self were the sensations of many bruises and scratches. This hadn’t been a one-sided fight like the one with the street toughs in Houston.  
 
    “Hold still, damn you!” The opSha on his back snapped, its fingers trying for a grip in his hair.  
 
    Sato had never taken to combat courses while in the Winged Hussars. He was a scientist, not some grunt in a CASPer. This strange part of him was disturbing. “Proctor,” the opSha had called him. His knuckles ached, likely from smashing them into the alien’s face or other parts.  
 
    “Get off,” he cried and tried to shake it off. He was at least five times the size of the opSha, but it was amazingly nimble and strong for its size. Then he felt tiny hands scrambling to reach his pinlinks, the external access ports for his pinplants. Fear exploded in the pit of his stomach, and he somehow knew it wasn’t the first time. It had touched them moments ago, briefly, and attempted to access his mind through them! It must have some sort of interface in its hands.  
 
    Sato did the only thing he could think, he threw himself at the ground, backwards. It was a wild reverse jump, almost like a dive toward the water. It was a completely instinctual move, with no concept of the repercussions, and it was the best move he could have performed.  
 
    Halfway to the ground, the opSha’s hands touched his pinlinks, and he felt the attack. A brutal lance of thought, the way a laser focuses light; boring, cutting, probing into his pinplants and…reaching… 
 
    Then he hit the ground, crushing the opSha between himself and the concrete walkway outside the museum that had become a battleground. He clearly heard the hollow thwack of the opSha’s head striking concrete, and the grasp lessened. The loosening upon impact was also accompanied by the cracking of bone, which was transmitted through their flesh. “Grahh!” the opSha cried out in pain.  
 
    He’d had a simian cushion between himself and the unyielding concrete. Still, he added another handful of bumps to the already long list. He hadn’t felt this beaten up since he’d returned to New Warsaw after the Keesius incident. With a groan, he rolled off the opSha, who raised a weapon pointed at Sato’s head.  
 
    “So be it,” the alien snarled, and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The pop of the tiny projectile weapon firing and the clang! of the bullet striking Rick’s armored hand were nearly instantaneous. So close together Sato jumped, fully believing the round had split his skull.  
 
    “You okay?” Rick asked, hovering a meter up and casually dropping the bullet. The opSha struggled with shaking hands to reload the apparently single-shot weapon. Rick moved an arm, and a tiny laser pulse split the weapon in two, taking some of the alien’s fingers with it. “That’s enough of that,” Rick said to the alien.  
 
    Sato struggled to his feet and stared at the defeated being, holding a savaged limb and glaring at him. The face held pain and hate in equal parts. “What is this all about?” he demanded.  
 
    “You should have stayed hidden,” the opSha said. “Saisho knows and will find you.” It took a calming breath and closed its tiny eyes. A moment later an electrical spark arced from the being’s pinplants, and it spasmed for a moment before falling limp.  
 
    “What the fuck was that all about?” Rick demanded as he landed next to Sato.  
 
    “I-I don’t know,” he admitted. His left knee and ankle hurt badly. He was afraid his ankle was broken. He pointed at the other three opSha. “Are they dead?”  
 
    Rick’s head turned fractionally as he used his suit’s sensors. “Yes, all from various blunt force trauma, and one broken neck. I wish you could turn that shit on and off when you wanted.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Sato admitted and moved closer to the last one. He quickly pulled a logic probe from his little toolkit and touched it to the alien’s pinlink. The computer diagnostic tool quickly told him the pinplants were completely destroyed. “Burned out his own pinplants, killed himself,” he said aloud.  
 
    “Surprised he didn’t say ‘Hail, Hydra,’ or some shit like that,” Rick mumbled.  
 
    Sato didn’t have time to wonder what Rick meant. The two guards Rick had disabled were slowly coming around. At the entrance to the museum, people were screaming and running about. The sound of sirens in the distance was growing closer. But he couldn’t leave immediately. He bent over the body and started searching.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” Rick asked. “We gotta get outta here.” 
 
    “Clues,” Sato said.  
 
    “The police are coming. We’re all over their dispatch.”  
 
    “Then the faster you help, the quicker we can get out of here!” 
 
    Rick cursed quietly but went to one of the fallen opSha and began rifling through their minimal clothing. Once Sato finished with the last to die, he went on to one of the others. Rick finished, and Sato was working on the last of the attackers. The sirens were noticeably closer. In the dead opSha’s hand, he found the cloth-wrapped bundle.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he snarled and took it back. He was almost finished when he remembered the logic probe and touched one of the opSha’s pinlinks. It showed functional. He used his pinplants to link the logic probe to his slate and triggered a full diagnostic. It wouldn’t execute; the pinplants were encrypted. He wasn’t surprised; he was frustrated.  
 
    “Rick, cut this bastard’s head off.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I need to get into his pinplants.” 
 
    “Then do it, but hurry.” 
 
    “I can’t with what I have here.” He gestured at the deceased alien. “I need his head.”  
 
    He couldn’t tell what Rick was thinking, only imagine it. Why had Sato become so suddenly bloodthirsty? In reality, Sato had never been overly squeamish. He disliked personal violence while simultaneously being keenly aware he was a warship and weapons designer, and those machines caused untold loss of life. The realization he’d almost set loose a doomsday device was the first time he recalled feeling regret or remorse in regard to his chosen profession. At the moment, though, he wasn’t feeling particularly squeamish.  
 
    When Rick continued to hesitate, Sato dug into his toolkit. There was a knife there, just not a very big one. When Rick saw the little blade, he cursed and gently pushed Sato aside. Schnict! The Æsir’s 60-centimeter-long blade slid from the right arm and came down with smooth precision, severing the opSha’s head. Shrill screams came from the crowd of museum goers, some of whom had come closer after the fighting stopped. Now they fled in terror as Rick’s arm blade dripped bright red blood.  
 
    Sato shuddered a little, despite his new lack of squeamishness. The eyes were still open. He bent with the intention of picking it up only to retch and nearly puke.  
 
    “I got it,” Rick said and tucked the head under his left arm. “No way we can catch a taxi now, though.” He gestured toward the museum parking lot, 500 meters to their left. A stream of police vehicles were flooding in, and men in armor jumped out. “Time to go.” Rick grabbed Sato around the waist. “Hang on.”  
 
    “Wha- Oh, boy!”  
 
    The Æsir turbines spun up in an instant, and they leaped into the air. Not quite leaped. Sato knew the load capacity of the Æsir, and it was pretty close. Rick executed a low-altitude transition to lateral flight, zig-zagging between an office building and a parking garage. Sato felt a different kind of sickness.  
 
    “How are the jump turbines handling the load?” he yelled over the screaming engines.  
 
    “I’m at 112%,” Rick replied. As his voice was coming from speakers, he was able to cancel out much of the engine noise and make himself easily heard. “Don’t worry, it’ll be enough to get us out of here. I can reduce power, but I’d have to fly higher.” 
 
    On cue, the sound of a siren and powerful flyer fans screamed past nearby. The police were using aircraft to search for them. Sato closed his eyes and hung on, trusting Rick to get them to safety.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick ran a diagnostic on the armor while Sato got his more advanced tools unpacked. The scientist seemed no worse for wear after they’d spent 30 minutes doing escape-and-evasion against the Tokyo police. 
 
    After they’d returned to the hotel via its flyer landing pad, he’d logged into the Aethernet through their room’s connection. He didn’t want to use his personal node and risk that the authorities had identified either of them. They hadn’t. The news was reporting the incident as a fight between alien mercs.  
 
    Some of the witnesses suggested the opSha had attacked a tourist, Sato. There were only a few blurry images of the scientist, not enough to ID him. The story continued that some unknown alien in combat armor had intervened. There were better pictures of him, but of course he was wearing his cloak, and the armor hid all his features. Popular theory seemed to be that he was either a Lumar or a Torvasi. It didn’t matter; they were clueless.  
 
    As he monitored the news and worked on assuring his armor wasn’t damaged, he watched Sato work. Now that they were in a controlled environment, he was all business again. A scientist working on a problem. He’d set out all the items taken from the opSha on the room’s small table.  
 
    There were three intact handguns of the same design the one had tried to use on Sato. A small pile of credit chits numbering no more than 200 credits. Four Yacks from the dead opSha, which all matched the specimens. The last things were a strange glove which looked like it was made of cobwebs and a metallic cylinder 5 millimeters by 10 centimeters long.  
 
    “Any of that stuff mean anything?” Rick asked.  
 
    Sato picked up the glove. “Not this,” he said. “Though they used this to try and access my pinplants.” 
 
    “What were they trying to do? Kill you like that one committed suicide?”  
 
    “Maybe,” Sato said.  
 
    “And that other thing, the cylinder?”  
 
    “This…” Sato picked it up and held it. “This is familiar.” He spun it between his fingers, casually, like one would a stylus. He examined it closely, slowly turning it over in his hand. All Rick could see was a tiny logo, a star casting rays in all directions. “Nothing is coming to mind, though.” 
 
    Rick nodded to the dismembered head. “Did I carry that all the way back as a grisly souvenir?”  
 
    “No,” Sato said and moved to the head. He made a slight face of disgust as the dead eyes stared at him. The ears had drooped in death, making it easier to access the tiny metallic pinlinks just behind them. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and attached a pair of data probes. “These will let me interface with the pinplants.” He closed his eyes, and the nearby slate lit up and began scrolling data at a blinding rate. After a long time, he spoke. “Damn, there isn’t much here. Even critically injured, they managed to initiate a wiping program.” 
 
    “Can you get anything from the head?” 
 
    Sato gave another little shudder and he looked away from it. “Yes, there are some residual pieces of data in here.” He closed his eyes again; Rick could see them darting behind their eyelids. “Three series of numbers.” 
 
    “Do you know what they’re for?”  
 
    “Not a clue,” Sato said. He took the folded fabric bundle from his pocket and sat it next to the end, unfolding it to reveal a metallic cube about 15 centimeters on a side. He slowly examined it, turning it over and over like it was a puzzle to solve, which Rick guessed it was, of a sort.  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “This,” he said, holding up the cube by steepling the middle three fingers on each hand and balancing it on their tips. “This is an Enigma.”  
 
    “I’d say more of a mystery than an enigma.” 
 
    Sato laughed and shook his head. “No, I mean it’s called an Enigma. It’s a device for…” His eyebrows crunched together. “It has something to do with being a Proctor.”  
 
    “A proctor is a teacher,” Rick said. “You were a teacher?”  
 
    “I don’t think so.” Sato kept turning the cube over and over again. “Teachers can’t kick people’s asses and shoot lasers.” 
 
    “Merc teachers can,” Rick replied. Sato looked up and raised an eyebrow. “Okay, I get you.” He gestured at the Enigma. “That thing make some connections?”  
 
    “Maybe starting? Not sure.” Sato gestured at the head lying nearby. “Wish I had more from that…” He stopped, his eyes going wide. “Oh, fucking hell.” 
 
    Rick turned and saw the opSha’s head had opened its eyes and was looking around.  
 
    “Oh, that’s not right!”  
 
    “Dakkar!” Sato moaned.  
 
    A pair of tentacles emerged from the back of the head and disappeared over the edge of the table. Rick bent over and looked underneath. Dakkar was lying in a puddle of water, pulsing in incredibly intricate patterns as he did whatever he was doing.  
 
    “What happened to me?” the opSha—or rather its head—demanded. Its eyes looked around, then down at the table it was sitting upon.  
 
    “Fuck me!” Rick yelped and jumped back halfway across the room. “How is it talking?”  
 
    “They use an ultrasonic pulsing,” Sato explained with a sigh. “They don’t need airflow to work the organ.” He glanced under the table at Dakkar. “Dakkar, why?”  
 
    “You said you wanted information,” the Wrogul said. “I admit, I’m curious, never having examined an opSha. Add that I was curious if I could reanimate a severed head, if even for a short time…it was impossible to resist.” 
 
    “Not that you tried very hard,” Sato countered. The Wrogul pulsed contentedly.  
 
    “Let me die!” the opSha wailed.  
 
    Rick swallowed and looked away. This was a little too close to his own situation. He’d once been dead, as well, and was alive now thanks to a curious Wrogul. That was Dakkar, too, though an earlier version. It seemed the buds were indeed identical to the original.  
 
    “I thought you were making progress,” Sato said. 
 
    “Progress? What do you mean?”  
 
    Sato sighed again.  
 
    “The head function will not last long.”  
 
     Sato forced himself to look at the head. “What are the numbers?” 
 
    “Let me die!” the head begged. 
 
    Sato’s mouth became a tight line. “Tell me what the number series mean.” Sato spoke the three numerical sequences. “Tell me what they mean, and I’ll end this.” 
 
    The head’s ears quivered, and the eyes moved for a moment.  
 
    “I can induce pain,” Dakkar said.  
 
    “No, please,” the head said a split second before Rick would have spoken the same. “The first is my Himitsu division’s field funds code. The second is the authentication for the code. The third is planetary coordinates for us to report after our mission.” 
 
    “Anything else?”  Dakkar asked.  
 
    “No, end it,” Sato replied. The tentacles withdrew, the head jerked, then it sagged and became mercifully still. “Please return to your support module.”  
 
    The Wrogul gyrated and slithered across the floor and up the side of its module. As it crossed the threshold, it flashed back at them. “You do not have to thank me,” he said and fell into the water with a plop.  
 
    “Sato,” Rick said in a breathless voice.  
 
    “I know,” Sato replied. “Remember what I said about the Wrogul?” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” he pointed to the head.  
 
    “No but about it. To Dakkar, or Nemo before him, that’s just a pile of cells to be manipulated, explored, exploited.” 
 
    “He brought it back from the fucking dead.”  
 
    “As he did with you.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” 
 
    “I interfered with Nemo’s little science experiment to stop what he was doing. The Wrogul’s word is solid; if they say they’ll do something, or won’t do it, as long as you’re damned sure to be exacting in the details, they’ll keep their word. I put a stop to his Rick Culper manufacturing line.” 
 
    “And the others he’d already made?”  
 
    “He wouldn’t give them up,” Sato admitted. “I did get him to promise not to awaken them, like you. You’re the only one who was conscious when I found out what he was doing.” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “No, he was holding you in a form of coma to work on you.”  
 
    Rick made a face inside the armor that Sato wouldn’t be able to see. “He promised to stop messing with my…my bodies?”  
 
    “He agreed not to bring any of them to consciousness.” Sato shrugged. “That was the best I could do.” 
 
    “How many of those monsters are out in the galaxy?” 
 
    “I have no idea. There were dozens on Azure when I was there. Might be hundreds of thousands now. They bud at a certain rate, but I can’t remember how long that is. Plus, nobody knows where they came from. One of the Azure researchers thought they might exist in 2nd Level Hyperspace. Back then we hadn’t even confirmed it existed. Just a theory. After my trip there, I’ve been doing math that suggests there might be many more levels, each only accessible from the one above it. Like layers in a cake.”  
 
    “They’re dangerous,” Rick said and pointed at the support module. “Deadly, untrustworthy. By any definition, psychotic!”  
 
    “Only our definition,” Sato said, holding up a hand. 
 
    “We’re the ones trying to live with one of them,” Rick snapped. “I wish I knew why Nemo sent his kid with us.”  
 
    “Well, Dakkar did help.” 
 
    Rick rounded on him. “Help? Jesus, Sato, help? Don’t you have a problem with that?” He jabbed a knife-hand at the still gratefully dead head.  
 
    “I admit it was uncomfortable to watch—” 
 
    “Uncomfortable?” Rick roared, unknowingly activating the loudspeaker function. Sato took a wide-eyed step back. “He offered to torture the…the…” he struggled for a good word. “What am I talking about, the whole fucking thing was torture.” 
 
    “Dakkar doesn’t understand,” Sato said quietly. 
 
    “You keep saying that, but I wonder if you believe it yourself.”  
 
    Rick walked over to the room’s only recliner and sat in it. The chair made an ominous creaking sound as he settled in, which he ignored. He fished the power cord from the leg mount and plugged into the room’s outlet. “I’m shutting down. Wake me when you have a plan, or when we need to go, or don’t. Whatever.” Then he shut down all external input.  
 
    Sato could tap on his helmet or shake him, and he’d know it. However, no matter how loud he yelled, or anything the cursed Wrogul flashed, he would have no clue, and that was fine with him. 
 
    In his solitude, he wondered if he should simply kill the Wrogul while Sato was asleep. What could the scientist do about it after the fact? No amount of absentminded ninja skills could even bruise the Æsir. Then what? Maybe he’d return to the Winged Hussars. Of course, from what he was seeing on the Aethernet, there might not be a Winged Hussars anymore. Regardless, there could be plenty of work for someone like him.  
 
    Briefly he considered killing the Wrogul, then Sato, and finish off by doing himself. With the helmet open, he could just suck on one of his remaining grenades. Leave a right good mess for the Japanese to sort out afterward. He wasn’t afraid of dying; he had no memory of it. By all accounts, he was already dead anyway.  
 
    The armor said he’d be fully charged again within six hours. He set a timer and reduced control of the armor to automatic. With options and scenarios playing through his head, he knew he couldn’t sleep. So he triggered a small dose of a mild soporific and programmed the medical system to counteract it at any danger flags. In seconds, he drifted off.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part III 
 
      
 
    For God knows that in the day you eat of it, your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato watched the robot handlers moving Dakkar’s module onto a cart for them. Rick stood aside and observed. He hadn’t said more than a dozen words since they’d awoken and he’d told the former merc they were going off world.  
 
    “You coming?” he’d asked.  
 
    “Yes,” was the simple answer.  
 
    Rick didn’t ask where, so Sato didn’t prod. Whatever thoughts the man had had since their argument the previous night, he was keeping them to himself.  
 
    Dakkar was as indifferent about their plans as he was their destination. He ate the last of the crabs and seaweed they’d bought for him, Sato made sure the module had sufficient power and nutrients—running the filter into the sink for an hour to empty wastes—and packed him up for the trip to the starport.  
 
    “You sure we won’t have issues going into the starport?” Rick asked as the carrier bot automatically moved the module along next to them. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Sato said, glancing at the man/armor walking along next to him.  
 
    They reached the security checkpoint for leaving the starport, but the entrance was simply an automatic swinging gate. Sato knew the Japanese were more concerned about those coming into Japan than leaving. They might have felt differently if they’d known Rick and he were the ones involved in the fracas at the museum the previous day. When they reached the startown gate, first he and then Rick slid their Yacks into the entry kiosk and were quickly granted access.  
 
    “Easier than I expected,” Rick said.  
 
    “If you’re trouble, they’d rather you leave Japan. It would be a lot harder to get in.”  
 
    Rick gave a noncommittal grunt, and they walked on into the startown.  
 
    Japan’s societal calmness transferred to the Tokyo Startown, at least to some small degree. The crime that was all but endemic at Houston Startown was more of a flavoring in Tokyo. Many Japanese who lived on the wild side used the startown as a sort of cathartic exercise in pressure relief. This most often manifested in petty crime or ballroom brawls. The startown managed these small outbursts largely with Lumar and Oogar security. When a seven-foot-tall, four-armed humanoid or an 8-foot-tall purple bear came in, the fighting stopped.  
 
    Beyond the small troubles, the startown mainly handled cargo in and out of Japan, or other points in Asia without access to orbital services. Tokyo Starport possessed three launch lasers, same as Houston, and was only outdone by Sao Paulo with four. However, Tokyo lofted more freight. Sao Paulo’s primary traffic was passengers and bureaucrats. As such, Tokyo was a good choice for them to leave from.  
 
    Inside the startown, Sato used his pinplants to navigate. The robotic hauler followed along faithfully like a pet, carrying the 150-kilo mass of the support module and their duffel bags without complaint. Once they finished with it, the machine would return to just outside the startown to offer its unceasing services to the next customer.  
 
    Even if Rick was curious where they were going, he didn’t ask. Sato was somewhat concerned about his attitude. The man had shown genuine anger the previous night. Sato had wanted to talk to Dakkar at some point, but the opportunity hadn’t presented itself. Shortly they’d have time.  
 
    They turned down a street and arrived at his destination. “Tsukuyomi Brokers.” Sato turned to Rick. “Would you wait out here with Dakkar?”  
 
    Rick examined the building front, then glanced at the support module. “Is there any danger?”  
 
    “No, just going to buy something. I think you and the module might complicate things. Okay?”  
 
    Rick nodded, and Sato went inside. There was a small waiting area where Tri-Vs showed alternating images of the shop’s merchandise. He was alone in the room and waited patiently.  
 
    A door slid aside, and a middle-aged Japanese man stepped inside. He carefully examined Sato before speaking in Japanese. “Greetings, and welcome to Tsukuyomi Brokers. Can I assist you?”  
 
    “I am looking at your inventory item #991,” Sato said.  
 
    The man’s eyebrows rose slightly. “That item is not available for lease, unfortunately.” He gave Sato’s dress a quick look once more. Sato had chosen his old uniform again, minus patches. You would come across a thousand people dressed similarly, either because they were between merc companies, or because they didn’t want anyone knowing who they worked for. “If you are interested in something for a wealthy investor…” 
 
    “This is for my own uses,” Sato explained, “and #991 is ideal for my uses.”  
 
    The man stared blankly for a moment and Sato knew he was accessing pinplants, which made sense in his line of business. “Lot number nine-nine-one is an Efook-class corvette, Izlian by design. The type was retired and mothballed 11,000 years ago. Approximately 3,000 years ago, 122 of them were taken out of storage and converted into armed couriers. Most of their armaments were removed. A hyperspace generator and nodes, also surplus, were installed, making it among the smallest hyperspace capable vessels in the galaxy.  
 
    “Unfortunately it was so small it was insufficiently armed and shielded to function as a reasonable courier, so they were again retired and sold on the secondary market. The ship’s heavier-than-normal armor and still noticeable armament made them too expensive to be attractive to private owners, and the hyperspace capability robbed it of the nimbleness it had once possessed as a corvette. Thus, small principalities were not interested in the Efook as a patrol vessel.” He spread his hands and shook his head. “So, you see, I cannot offer any private sale discounts.” 
 
    “How much?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Sir, are you sure you wouldn’t be more interested—” 
 
    “I asked, how much?” 
 
    The starship broker took a step back in surprise at the vehemence of Sato’s question. “Sir, the price is 26 million credits.” 
 
    “I see,” Sato said. “How did it end up here?”  
 
    “The Earth Republic had contracted to purchase it and four more. This was the first to arrive, the same day the Mercenary Guild invaded. The government was in no position to pay the required fees, so the sale defaulted. I picked up the contract. I assumed with so many mercs in system, somebody would be interested…” he trailed off.  
 
    “Condition of the vessel certified?”  
 
    “Naturally,” the man said, some of his bravado returning. “The ship was gone over by an Izlian contractor in the Regora system just a month before the sale. It was guaranteed in combat-ready condition.” 
 
    Sato made a face. Years of working for the Winged Hussars as their chief space naval architect had taught him what to think about a ship guaranteed as combat ready. That meant it would be able to maneuver, fire its weapons, and jump into hyperspace. That was about it. Still, he was more than confident in his own abilities.  
 
    The Tri-V behind the broker was showing the ship slowly rotating in all axes. A pointy affair with retractable delta wings for atmospheric flight and canards by the forward mounted cockpit, he could see it was a scale-up of the Izlian Afoo-class, which was a large cargo shuttle designed to operate in gas giants such as the ones Izlians lived in. That meant the former corvette would have a seriously tough hull. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” he said. The broker gawked. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    He looked Sato over again. “Sir, 26 million credits!” 
 
    “I have an Information Guild account code.” The man blinked. “Yes?”  
 
    “As it’s a warship, you must pay the guild registry fee as well. Another million credits, cash.” Sato took out a million-credit chit from his pocket. Another blink.  
 
    “Are you ready to get to work? You’re not the only broker in Tokyo Startown, and I’m willing to wager any of them could sell me that ship. Your call.”  
 
    Sato stepped out of the broker’s office an hour later, a pair of data chips in his pocket, and a swagger to his step.  
 
    “How’d it go?”  
 
    “Fine,” Sato said. “I bought a starship.”  
 
    “Why am I not surprised? I take it that code paid for it?”  
 
    “Correct,” Sato said. “We need to move quickly. I don’t know how long before the transaction will be noted, and more opSha killers show up.” 
 
    “They won’t catch me off guard next time,” Rick said. “Do you know who they were working for?” Rick asked as he followed Sato toward the starport.  
 
    “No,” Sato said. “But not Adrianne McKenzie.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Sato saw the woman’s face drift across his mind’s eye. She was sitting across from him at a restaurant table. The window outside showed an arid, desert-like tableau. She was smiling at something he’d just said. The image was gone as quickly as it arrived. “I just know. Besides, Humans don’t trust aliens that much, in general. No, this is some guild’s involvement.”  
 
    He’d experimented with the items taken from the opSha assassins, as well as the Enigma cube. He hadn’t learned anything more.  
 
    “If we’re going into space, why not book passage?”  
 
    “The coordinates we got from…from the opSha were for a planet in the Core region. Damned few transports are going through Earth right now, and none of them are scheduled to go anywhere near the Core. It would cost a significant percentage of the cost for a starship to pay one to go wherever we want, so I just bought one. Besides, plans can change, just like a ship captain’s loyalty. If we have killer monkeys chasing us, I don’t know who to trust.”  
 
    “And a psychotic squid along for the ride, don’t forget about that,” Rick said mulishly.  
 
    Sato stopped and turned to face him. “You’ve gotten me this far. It’s going to be nigh impossible to trace me after I get into space. You don’t have to go any further.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that,” Rick said.  
 
    “I do. You can go.” 
 
    “First, I’m not someone you can just dismiss like Frodo sending Samwise home.” 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Second, I said I’d get you to the end, and I will. After that, we’ll see.” 
 
    <Do I get a vote?> Dakkar asked from the module.  
 
    “No!” they both answered simultaneously.  
 
    Sato nodded. “Okay, but I wanted to make the offer.” 
 
    “Fine, you’ve made it. Let’s go.”  
 
    They walked through the entrance to the starport, which was nothing more than a narrowing of the road so security could keep a general eye on who was going where. Next came the access to starships, which required a voucher for picking up cargo, a ticket for a passenger, or a coded key for vessel masters. Sato showed the code key to the security guard, who checked and approved it.  
 
    “This is Rick Culper, my crew, and cargo.” 
 
    <Cargo?>  
 
    Rick handed the guard his Yack, and it was logged. The security guard looked at his screen, hidden from their view. “I see you are armed.” Rick had given Sato his gun back a short time after entering the startown, for obvious reasons. “Were you involved in any incidents while on Earth outside Union territory?” 
 
    “No,” Sato said. 
 
    “Fine, you may proceed,” the man said, and the heavy security door slid aside.  
 
    “Who would admit they had?” Rick asked as they resumed walking.  
 
    “The point is, if you’re caught after having lied, they have another charge to hang on you. Silly, I know. But you’d be surprised how many people stumble and get caught in extra scrutiny.” 
 
    “They don’t do that in Houston.” 
 
    “Different cultures.”  
 
    After a bit of walking, Rick asked, “What kind of ship did you get?”  
 
    “Good timing,” Sato said. They’d been walking down a covered road toward one of the dozen nexuses of landing cradles. Many had ships in them of all kinds, from bulk cargo transfer shuttles to a MinSha frigate. His new ship had just come into view. He pointed.  
 
    “All I see are a couple stabilizers.” 
 
    “Hold on, we’re almost there.” They turned down the road leading to the landing cradle and again used the chip the broker had provided to gain access. Once past the heavy blast door, the ship was in full view. “Behold, Vestoon, a heavily-modified, 11,000-year-old, Efook-class corvette.” 
 
    “What a piece of junk,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato examined the ship in person, since it was his first time, too. There were at least a dozen hull patches he could see. One of the airlocks had been crudely removed and a hull plate laser welded over the hole. The port retractable wing looked like it didn’t fully retract anymore. And to top it off, the port lateral CID laser emitter looked like the array had been stolen. Yeah, it was a piece of junk. Still, all the hyperspace nodes and etchings appeared to be in place, the landing gear was lubed, and he didn’t smell smoke.  
 
    “It’ll do,” he said. “We’ll have a few weeks to work on it.” 
 
    “Sure, in deep space.”  
 
    “Won’t bother you a bit,” Sato said and gave Rick an affectionate pat on the back.  
 
    “Great. Maybe I should reconsider my earlier answer.” 
 
    The bot carrier wouldn’t go any further, for risk of some starship captain stealing it, so Rick picked up the module and the duffel bags. Relieved of its load, the bot turned and promptly left. Together the two walked up to their new ship. It didn’t get any better the closer they got to it. Yeah, they had a lot of work to do.  
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    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though time was their enemy, Sato did his best to be thorough. Nothing could kill you faster in space than your own ship. Well, a bunch of Pushtal when nobody was looking could probably kill you faster.  
 
    There was a ton of space on the ship. It had last been fitted out for Maki, which meant most of the quarters were about half the size of normal Human spaces. However, the Izlian built most of their ships with a one-size-fits-all mentality. Everything from a little Maki to a hulking Oogar would at least be able to move about and operate one of their ships. Everything was adjustable, too, though it would take a shipyard crew weeks to reconfigure the living spaces. As the Maki were about half the size of Humans, they would find a lot of the ship roomy, while an Oogar would have spent its time crawling around.  
 
    Sato settled himself and Rick in what would have been the captain and XO’s quarters. There was space for a crew of 19, or more like 10 Humans. Using some tools, Sato quickly removed a section of compartment dividers, combining three crew berths into one, checked all the seals, and turned it over to Dakkar. “Your new home.” 
 
    The Wrogul looked around dispassionately. “Oily,” he said eventually.  
 
    “Cleaning supplies are in a locker one deck down. You can help out by starting cleaning.” 
 
    He left the Wrogul to either clean his own environment, or deal with it. He didn’t have time to argue with the cephalopod. He did, however, take the time to program the main airlocks to only work for Rick and himself. He didn’t want Dakkar going on a little adventure. He planned to be in the black within 24 hours.  
 
    Rick took the initiative and began cleaning junk out of the ship. Half the waste compressors were stuffed, and the parts bins in engineering had been used by some vermin Sato hoped were now deceased. While Rick worked, Sato found a functional computer interface and set about the job of making the ship functional.  
 
    If he’d found a single major system offline, he would have immediately returned to Tsukuyomi Brokers and shot the pompous prick between the eyes. He was already in a foul mood because of the general condition of the ship. However, everything was working, including the computer itself. In fact, the main computer was new—bonus. Life support, main reactor, secondary reactor, avionics, lift motors, control surface motors, and hyperdrive all reported as operational. He’d find out how operational later.  
 
    The reactor’s operations logs showed between 84 and 89 percent efficiency, which for a fusion powerplant was pathetic. The main torch reaction nozzle was 192 hours past its rated lifespan. Swell. But the best part was, the F11 reserves were empty, and the currently bunkered F11 was showing 77 percent saturation. These numbers were all based on logs he didn’t trust. Luckily the powerplant was on standby, so he brought it to life—and almost blew them to hell.  
 
    The automatic system stopped the power up sequence a millisecond before primary containment would have failed, turning the ship into a little mushroom cloud.  
 
    “Fucking hell, what was that?” Rick yelled through the intercom in engineering.  
 
    “I was just running a test,” he said, unwilling to tell Rick he’d almost been the first of many to die.  
 
    “Well, every alarm in the world went off, and a bunch of relays popped. What should I do?”  
 
    Sato set the reactor controls back to standby. “Reset the breakers and go back to what you were doing. It’s good.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rick replied. He didn’t sound convinced.  
 
    Sato returned to basics.  
 
    Two hours later, Rick had finished cleaning out the parts storage in engineering. He found the sole surviving pest, a strange reptile that tried to bite him on the neck. It got a mouthful of shattered teeth, and Rick crushed its head with his powered fist. A sweep with sensors showed nothing else bigger than a cockroach. Considering how dangerous cockroaches could be in the galaxy, Sato made a note to depressurize the entire ship once they got it into space.  
 
    Rick had done a good job in the parts room. Good enough that Sato could tell there wasn’t much to work with. He used his pinplants to access the computer manuals and note normal parts stores levels, confirming there was less than 10 percent nominal stores. He wrote a subroutine and turned it loose, ordering whatever was available on Earth, while going back to work. 
 
    He started by cannibalizing the backup fusion reactor for parts. He knew both models as they were installed on several Hussars ships. Of the 52 fusion core buffers, 6 of them were out. It was no wonder it had almost gone pop when Sato dumped reaction mass into the core. As luck would have it, no two malfunctioning buffers were next to each other. He was able to power down the backup and use six of its buffers to replace the main reactor’s damaged ones. After checking a few other minor issues, he returned to the bridge.  
 
    This time, the reactor powered up smoothly. One problem down, a hundred to go. By the end of the day, the ship was in much better shape. Another 1.3 million credits were paid by the mysterious account, and the ship’s stores were now at a healthier 52 percent of nominal. They’d even managed to find four extra compatible fusion buffers, so Sato brought the backup back online only missing three (one of its was also damaged). Crosslinking the two reactors, he used plasma from the main to bring the backup into standby. Now they had full power available.  
 
    The last thing he did before getting some sleep was to put in an order for F11. When he woke in the morning with only a few hours before their planned departure, his bot had yet to find any F11 for sale.  
 
    “The damned war,” he said. Rick had been checking every nook and cranny in the bridge looking for more of the nasty little lizards that had tried to eat him.  
 
    “What do we do if you can’t get more F11?”  
 
    “Leave and hope we find some soon.”  
 
    “How far can we get with what we have?”  
 
    “Possibly dozens of jumps.” 
 
    “Possibly?” Rick asked, looking up from an open panel. “What if it’s less?” 
 
    “F11 can be finicky, especially with an old reactor like this one. If it passes a saturation threshold, the heat or the radiation could be uncontrolled.” He made an exploding gesture with his hands.  
 
    “Okay, I get the point.” 
 
    “A few more hours, and we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    Sato set an alarm and watched as the time wound down. He spent the remaining hours checking all the systems he could, then going over them again. Rick confirmed the port lateral CID, close-in-defense, laser emitter was missing. The Tokyo Starport might have some repair parts available, but there wasn’t so much as a single bullet for sale. The war had seen to that. Still, he tried chasing every possible lead to get F11. Even 50 liters would allow a partial purge and give them more than enough range.  
 
    With only an hour left, he found F11 on a private computer listing. A few such listings for hard-to-find goods had been appearing and disappearing just as quickly. He’d set a bot to jump at the first one to appear, and this time the bot won. It was only a single 20-liter container, and they wanted 100,000 credits. Even for F11, that was an outrageous price. He offered cash and required delivery to his ship. The seller accepted.  
 
    The timing was working out perfectly. Sato was relatively certain the ship was space worthy. He’d run tests on the hull’s integrity and found it in surprisingly good shape, especially considering the slapdash appearance of the repairs. The reactors were functioning well, and simulations showed they would operate up to 95% of capacity, considerably better than the logs. Weapons were minimal, but he’d known that when he bought it. He hadn’t picked the ship for its guns; he’d picked it for its legs.  
 
    When the ship’s comms signaled a vehicle approaching their landing cradle, he tapped on Rick’s door. “F11 is here, come on down.”  
 
    “Be right there,” Rick said through the metallic door. Sato nodded and climbed down the ladder to the lower deck, where their boarding ramp was located. Since the vessel was a warship by design, it didn’t have a convenient cargo door. All stores had to be loaded from the personnel boarding ramp. It was a good thing it didn’t have missile tubes. Sato couldn’t imagine a crew trying to maneuver high explosives through the tight corners between decks. 
 
    Sato opened the door to the gangway and stepped out. The weather today was better. He wished it had been nicer the previous day so he wouldn’t have had to spend his time inspecting the hull in the rain. A small ground car was approaching. Of course, it wouldn’t take a truck to bring 20 liters of F11. He went to meet it.  
 
    The car stopped just inside the landing cradle when he was halfway there. The doors opened, and a tall Caucasian woman with long auburn hair tied back in a ponytail stepped out, as did a huge dark-skinned man. She smiled at him. “Hello again, Taiki.” 
 
    Sato stopped in his tracks, unable to decide on a course of action. “Adrianne,” he said.  
 
    “So you do remember my name. I was wondering.” 
 
    Sato slowly put a hand in his pocket for the little laser pistol stashed there.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” the black man growled. He came around the end of the car. The pistol he held low wasn’t little, and he handled it like an extension of his arm.  
 
    Sato took a step backward, and Adrianne held up a hand. “Wait, I just want to talk.” 
 
    There was a high-pitched whine behind Sato and a woosh of air above him. “Lift that popgun and they’ll be finding parts of you for a year,” Rick warned the man.  
 
    “Where you find one, you find the other,” Adrianne said.  
 
    “Make the call, boss,” the man said.  
 
    “Stand down, Joey. We didn’t come here to test one war machine against another.” The man nodded and instantly returned the weapon to a shoulder holster under his jacket. “I’m not armed, Taiki.” She held up her hands. “I’m sure your Æsir friend can tell.”  
 
    Sato inclined his head to where Rick was hovering on his jets.  
 
    “I don’t detect enough metal for even a small knife, or power to run a laser. That doesn’t mean she doesn’t have some kind of weapon.”  
 
    “Surely you could handle me,” Adrianne said to Sato. “You want to strip search me?” 
 
    Sato felt his cheeks get hot. He shook his head and said, “No.” 
 
    “Why don’t your killer and mine stand just over there, neutral ground, while you and I talk?”  
 
    “I don’t know what I would have to say to you,” Sato said.  
 
    “How about if I offer you something for a few minutes of your time?” She glanced at the ship. “You want to be on your way, after all.” Adrianne walked to the rear of her car and opened the trunk. From inside she removed two COPVs, composite overwrapped pressure vessels, both with additional armor reinforcement. They both had the Union’s symbol for F11 on their sides.  
 
    Sato could clearly see the pressure gauges on the side reading full. The containers were standard in the Union, and of a clever design to avoid them being filled with anything except F11. The unusual isotope of fluorine was incredibly rare and valuable. A high incentive to forge such containers existed.  
 
    “I got you here offering 20 liters; this is 40. Surely it’s worth five minutes of your time?”  
 
    “Forget it, let’s get out of here,” Rick suggested.  
 
    <Anything funny about their car?> Sato commed.  
 
    <No, it’s a rental. Nobody hidden inside, and no explosives I can detect.> 
 
    <Then five minutes won’t hurt. F11 is hard to find anywhere. Go stand with that man, and I’ll see what she wants.> 
 
    <Be careful.> Rick maneuvered sideways and landed gracefully next to the big dark-skinned man. The two regarded each other from a meter apart.  
 
    For some reason, Sato wasn’t sure if the outcome would be guaranteed in a fight. “What do you want?” he asked her. 
 
    Adrianne walked closer, stopping less than a meter away. Her eyes scanned him carefully. “You look good,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you, but you’re wasting your five minutes.” 
 
    “Always the realist,” she said and gave him a wan smile. “What do you remember about me?”  
 
    “Your name, your face.” He shrugged. “I think maybe we worked together?” 
 
    “You could say that,” she said and shook her head. “Taiki, we met almost 60 years ago, when you were recruited into Section 51.”  
 
    “The secret Earth science and intel directive,” Sato said automatically, then blinked in confusion.  
 
    “Right,” she said. “Which is something only a few hundred people on this planet even know exists. I’m taking a hell of a risk being here right now. I have to say, you don’t look a year older.”  
 
    “And you don’t look like you’re 90, which is the minimum age you’d have to be to have known me 60 years ago.” Sato tried to play it as cool as he could. He’d already found out he was over a hundred, so something happening 60 years ago was no surprise. Yet, here was another Human who, like him, appeared to have found the fountain of youth.  
 
    “You should know, we helped perfect the treatment Ezekiel Avander invented. You brought it as proof of your ability to help Section 51.” 
 
    Sato shook his head. None of it sounded familiar. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “So were we, because you copied all our files, nuked half our database, and disappeared. Now you turn up 60 years later acting like you have amnesia. What the fuck, Taiki?” 
 
    “Something happened to me,” he said helplessly. “I’m trying to find out what it was.”  
 
    “Those files you destroyed, they really hurt us,” she said, taking a step forward. She lowered her voice. “I had orders to kill you on that train when you showed up on our monitors. The fucking alien invasion, all the destruction, humanity on the brink of the abyss. God damn it, Taiki, we might have stopped it all if you hadn’t…” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Sato said. “I-I’m sorry if I did something wrong.” He hung his head. “I don’t remember any of it.”  
 
    “Someone really screwed you up,” she said. “My pinplants have a basic lie detector feature, monitoring your bio-signs. You haven’t spoken single lie. You’re highly agitated, but I always had that effect on you.” 
 
    He gave a little laugh and felt his cheeks warm. “Were we ever…” 
 
    “Intimate? No. Not for lack of interest on my part. You had someone before, or maybe during. I don’t know, but whoever she was, she already had your heart.”  
 
    
* * *  
 
      
 
    He held her in his arms, vainly attempting to stop the flow of bright red arterial blood from a gaping chest wound. “Ichika, no!”  
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    “Ichika,” he said, then spat. “I don’t even really remember her, either.” 
 
    Adrianne’s face frowned. “You paid a price higher than I could extract.” She dropped a tiny needle to the concrete and stepped on it. “I’ll probably catch hell for this. Oh, well.” She reached into a pocket, and Rick moved. “Easy, Æsir,” she said, and pulled out a tiny cylinder.  
 
    “His name is Rick,” Sato explained.  
 
    “Rick Culper, Winged Hussars?”  
 
    “Yeah, how did you know?”  
 
    “I didn’t, and he’s supposed to be dead,” she replied.  
 
    “That’s going around a lot,” Sato said.  
 
    She laughed and nodded, holding out the cylinder. “This will allow you to find me again if you ever want to catch up on old times.”  
 
    Sato looked down and saw it was an ultra-secure data device. He put it in a pocket.  
 
    She gently touched his cheek. “I hope you find closure out there, old friend.” She turned and walked back toward her car.  
 
    “Hey!” Rick called from the side. Joey glared at him, but Adrianne looked his way.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “You’re some kinda super-secret squirrel. Can you help Jim Cartwright?” 
 
    “Why do you care about him?” she asked.  
 
    “He was my best friend growing up. I’d try to help him myself, but I have other commitments.”  
 
    She nodded slowly. “Funny you should say that. I’ll see what I can do.” She continued toward the car. 
 
    Joey, her big bodyguard, glared at Rick for a moment. “Some other time, tinman.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Rick replied.  
 
    Joey gave a single grunt, either an acknowledgment or a laugh; Sato couldn’t tell. Then he joined Adrianne in the car, and the two drove away, leaving the F11 cylinders behind.  
 
    “Let’s get these aboard and get the hell out of here,” Rick said.  
 
    Sato nodded, watching the car go. He felt a strange, sad sensation as it disappeared from view. He followed Rick inside, sealed the hatch, and raised the ramp.  
 
    “One thing you should know,” Rick said.  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “I don’t think the black guy was entirely Human.”  
 
    “You mean he was an alien?”  
 
    “No,” Rick said. “He radiated multiple energy signatures, and his skin was too dense for radar to penetrate.”  
 
    Sato stared at Rick, the culmination of the most advanced technology in the galaxy that he’d had access to and slowly blinked. Maybe there was more in Heaven and Earth than he’d dreamt of.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick wished Sato had considered crewing the ship. It had originally been designed for a crew of 19, though after refitting from a corvette to a courier, the crew requirement was reduced to nine. There were only two of them.  
 
    “Crew positions are more of a suggestion than a rule,” Sato said as he settled into the pilot’s couch. They’d adjusted all the bridge position seats to Human ergonomic requirements. Once again, the Izlian universality aided them. The previous owners must have been at least partly humanoid.  
 
    “Suggestions?” Rick asked, glancing around the bridge. There were four seats for the pilot/captain, copilot/navigator, engineer/weapons officer, and comms/computer. The other five positions were elsewhere in the ship. “I think these four seats alone on the bridge says otherwise.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. But you forget, I’ve designed starships for a long time. We’re not going to war.”  
 
    “You don’t think so?”  
 
    Sato shot him a look, and Rick chuckled in reply. “All we have to do is fly to orbit and set course for the stargate. Easy. As we go, I’ll write automation subroutines and a couple simple AIs.” 
 
    “I thought AIs were illegal,” Rick replied.  
 
    “It’s complicated.” Rick rolled his eyes and Sato continued, “We’ll get Dakkar to help on a station once we get into space.”  
 
    “When did he learn to run a starship?”  
 
    “He didn’t; Nemo did. A long time ago.”  
 
    Rick nodded. He wasn’t encouraged by the idea of the crazy Wrogul running anything more innocuous than a toaster. But since he was strapping into a spaceship preparing to fly to space, it might be too late to complain and get off.  
 
    “You’ve had basic flight training, right?” 
 
    “I did a few hours at shuttle controls and learned basic orbital navigation,” Rick said. Most of his training was for boarding actions with Mickey Finn. His memories with the Winged Hussars were only a few months into his time, well before he was killed in action. He didn’t know if he’d had more training in that time, and it didn’t matter anyway.  
 
    “Good enough; take the copilot position.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Rick said and settled into the couch to the right and behind Sato. The ship’s cockpit was covered with many small circular viewports, and one longer oblong one for direct piloting and probably rendezvous. It did remind Rick of a shuttle, a little. Only much bigger. Once he was strapped in, he gave Sato a thumbs up.  
 
    <We’re preparing to take off,> Sato commed to Dakkar.  
 
    <Very well. I am entering my support module.> Sato had looked in on the Wrogul before the encounter with his “friend.”  
 
    The alien had cleaned its room and even found some metal to weld and create an onboard living tank. He hadn’t set up life support for the aquatic environment yet. Sato planned to help after they were in space. Rick was fine with letting Sato deal with Dakkar, who he really wasn’t interested in interacting with.  
 
    “Tokyo Starport flight control, this is private merc ship Vestoon, requesting permission to take off for laser orbital insertion.” 
 
    “Vestoon, this is Tokyo Starport flight control, you have been assigned to launch laser #2. You are 3rd in line. Take off is in 12 minutes. Coordinates for your launch window and alignment parameters are being transmitted now. Please send your payment code.” 
 
    Sato typed in the special account and verification code. His jaw moved, grinding his teeth as he waited. They had some credits on their Yacks, but not much. Laser-assisted launch could cost as much as 20,000 credits. Without the assist, they’d be forced to use the ship’s built-in ascent engines, which would necessitate refueling in orbit. The fusion torch could easily put them into space with very little fuel. It would also irradiate several square kilometers of prime Japanese real estate. Rick was reminded of the radioactive hell around areas of Sao Paulo after the Raknars had used fusion engines to land.  
 
    “Vestoon, codes accepted. A total of 9,500 credits has been deducted from your account for laser launch assist. Prepare to take off in T minus 11 minutes.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Sato said and cut the line. “Let’s run down the checklists.”  
 
    The checklist wasn’t overly large, and only provided one tense moment, when Sato flicked the control to open the laser target, a rocket-shaped nozzle on the rear of the ship that articulated over the fusion torch. It would be the target the ground laser would burn into. Megawatts of laser energy ablated away material at super high temperature, creating thrust, and boosting them into orbit at very little cost.  
 
    “It’s not responding,” Sato said after a second.  
 
    “What do we do?”  
 
    “Hold on,” the scientist said. He opened a panel and started looking around. “Ah,” he said and held up a fuse. “Must have come loose when I was working on it earlier.” He clipped it into place and tried the command again. There was a distant whine from the rear of the ship and a clank. A red indicator came on, red being a good color in many galactic designs. “There we go!” he said.  
 
    Before long, it was time, and Sato brought the flight controls online. The computer beeped with their coordinates. “What do I do?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Just make sure I’m lining us up correctly,” Sato replied. “I don’t want my new ship cut in half by a launch laser.” 
 
    Rick nodded profusely; he wholeheartedly agreed. Accidents with launch lasers were exceedingly rare. When they did happen, the results were usually spectacular. However, as long as the ship was in the right place, the laser did most of the work, as long as you flew a predictable course.  
 
    “Ascent engines on,” Sato said, and Vestoon shook as the ship’s nine rocket motors came alive. They’d topped off on reaction mass, hydrogen and oxygen, the previous day. It had been the cheapest part of the operation.  
 
    The engines rumbled for a few seconds as Sato examined the readouts. He frowned.  
 
    “Problem?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Number seven is running a little hot.” On a Tri-V, there was a graphic representation of the ship with nine pulsing blue circles, the ascent engines. One of them, under the left rear, had a green dot flashing in the center.  
 
    “What do we do?”  
 
    “Nothing. We can hover with seven, as long as we don’t lose two next to each other. I’ll add it to the list of shit to check in space. Taking off.”  
 
    The rumble turned into a roar, then into a banshee’s scream. Rick turned down the audio receptors. “Why’s it so fucking loud?”  
 
    “They didn’t bother with soundproofing,” Sato yelled, then shrugged. “It’s designed to spend most of its time in space.” A second later, he felt them take flight for the first time with a lurching near-tumble sideways.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” Rick blurted.  
 
    “I got it, I got it,” Sato said, and the ship stabilized immediately. His hands didn’t move on the arm rests, and his eyes were closed. Sato was operating the ship entirely with his pinplants. Rick knew in the logical part of his brain that Sato could do a thousand times more with his mind and pinplants than he could with his hands and eyes. His emotional side cringed; this wasn’t how you fly something! 
 
    The ship leveled off and began to move smoothly, climbing to 500 meters and leveling off.  
 
    “Give me a vector to the launch coordinates,” Sato said without opening his eyes.  
 
    “You can’t do it all yourself like that?”  
 
    “No,” Sato admitted. “The ship’s flight controls aren’t configured for a Human. I think it was Bakulu, or maybe Jeha. It’s taking a lot of my ability just to hover.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rick said and used the information flight control had sent, entering it into the navigation system, and then locking in the ship’s current position. “Steer 1-2-9, distance 1,900 meters.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Sato said. The ship spun around slowly and leaned forward, moving like a helicopter. “Watch the fuel consumption. Damn, everything is out of whack. We didn’t have time for flight tests.”  
 
    “We going to make it?”  
 
    “As long as there aren’t any delays,” Sato responded. “Damned good thing we didn’t try for direct ascent. I don’t think we would have made it.” A moment later, motors hummed, and the sound of rusty metal scraping echoed through the hull. “Extending flight surfaces.” They’d had time to test those, at least. 
 
    “Approaching position,” Rick said. Sato gave the slightest of nods. The ship slowed to a stop and Rick compared their position. “Fifty meters forward, eleven meters to starboard.” The ship moved. “Set and hold,” Rick said, and the ship stopped moving.  
 
    “Tokyo Starport flight control, Vestoon in position and standing by for orbital laser assist.” 
 
    “Stand by, Vestoon.” 
 
    Rick could see their fuel levels, and they were indeed going down precipitously. “Check fuel,” he said.  
 
    “Monitoring it. If we don’t have a push in 38 seconds, I’m going back to land again.”  
 
    To Rick, 38 seconds seemed long. However, he wasn’t wired in like Sato was, so he held his comment. The Tri-V flashed green, and ascent rocket number seven shut down. The ship yawed for a split second as Sato increased power to the other rockets.  
 
    “Make that 20 seconds,” Sato corrected.  
 
    The time ticked down. When only eight seconds were left, the radio came alive. “Vestoon, prepare for boost. Orbital laser initiating in five…four…three…two…” 
 
    They were punched in the rear as megawatts of power lit up the nozzle, and the old ship accelerated into the sky. Rick’s armor said they were pulling just over 3Gs, which was about normal for such a launch. Sato had cut the rockets the instant the launch laser hit, and they transitioned to vertical ascent.  
 
    “So much for not refueling in orbit,” Sato grumbled as his eyes opened with his reduced workload. This part of their trip to space was the easiest, he just had to follow an angular flightpath into LEO, low earth orbit. Nine minutes later, the laser cut out, and Sato brought the fusion torch online for a minute to circularize their orbit. “Easy as pie.”  
 
    “Never had that dangerous a pie,” Rick said, and both had a little tension relieving chuckle.  
 
    From there, the rest turned out to be easy, too. The strain of climbing to orbit caused a couple minor leaks, which Rick easily dealt with via his own built-in laser. Only one required Sato to help remove an electrical panel to access. They docked with a commercial fuel tanker two hours after entering orbit. The codes worked again, and they undocked with full reaction tanks once more. Sato was able to plot the course himself, and they rode the fusion torch out of orbit and toward the stargate. 
 
    In order to save fuel, they coasted most of the way. It was 12 hours to the stargate, plotted to arrive at the same time as gate activation. After a brief rest, they set about working on as much as they could.  
 
    Sato was most concerned about the dead ascent engine. They couldn’t work on it from inside the ship. This meant an EVA was necessary. Sato had bought three EVA suits, also known as spacesuits, before leaving. Like the ship’s stores, the spacesuit lockers were basically empty. But when Rick asked the scientist about his EVA experience, he didn’t get a straight answer.  
 
    “I did a lot of work EVA in shuttles and CASPers.”  
 
    “That’s not the same thing as a spacesuit,” Rick said. “CASPers are more like work pods, or little spaceships. A suit is a lot more dangerous. I’ll do the inspection.” He didn’t give Sato the option to argue, he just headed for the airlock. “Send me the specs.” A minute later, he was exiting into the black.  
 
    The armor was designed with universal Union-style data and power connection ports. All Rick had to do was take one of the zero-G maneuvering units and click it onto the back of his armor, trigger the suit’s vacuum operations through his interface, and go out into space.  
 
    Using puffs of compressed gas, the maneuvering unit let him easily fly under the coasting starship to examine the rocket engine.  
 
    “Its port is still open,” Rick reported. On most starships that could land, there were closable covers over ascent engines to protect them when not in use. As they were mounted within the hull, they provided easy access to interior structure and electronics, bypassing any armor. 
 
    “Okay,” Sato said. “Open the maintenance hatch, and let’s have a look.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rick set the maneuvering unit onto the shelf designed for it in the airlock. The ship’s systems would recharge the unit and repressurize the compressed gas thrusters. In all, he’d spent six hours in the black, first fixing the malfunctioning ascent rocket, then a half dozen other issues that had arisen during takeoff or since they’d left orbit.  
 
    When he arrived back on the bridge, Dakkar was half floating, half stuck to the computer/comms console, tapping controls with a tentacle. “Hello,” he flashed as Rick entered. 
 
    Rick stopped his flightpath by catching a handhold. “Where’s Sato?”  
 
    “He’s in engineering. I am working on a program for him.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rick said and floated back out. He located the scientist in the ship’s small engineering cubicle, a space three or so meters on a side, and five meters long. Its interior spaces were lined with parts storage racks, diagnostics tools, the ship’s emergency control systems (a minimal backup bridge), and all the controls for the fusion powerplants. It had taken hours for them to sort everything out before leaving. Sato floated in the center of the room, his legs in a lotus position, the Enigma cube in the space made by his legs.  
 
    “You okay?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said and opened his eyes. He looked tired. “Everything done outside?”  
 
    “Yeah, I reconnected those sensors and made sure the laser assist nozzle was properly stowed as you requested.” 
 
    “I could have done it myself.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Rick said. “It looks like you’ve made use of the time. Have you figured out how to open it?” 
 
    “No,” Sato admitted. “I never had much luck with meditating. That is, until these new pinplants.” He tapped the side of his head. “I’m having some luck now.” He looked down at the cube in his lap. “Nothing with this, though.”  
 
    “Any of the instruments here able to scan inside it?”  
 
    “These tools aren’t made for delicate scanning,” he explained. “Vestoon isn’t a scout ship. It isn’t made to operate away from inhabited areas or without a fleet resupply ship within range. The instruments are just enough to get it running, then they’d limp to a depot. I tried to find a scout ship, but nothing was available. Strange. Last year you couldn’t give them away.” He shrugged.  
 
    “Worth a try, though?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I’m down here. I just wanted to try to meditate on it for a few minutes. My mind has regurgitated a few interesting memories. Not this time.” He reached out and pushed himself over to a station, where he strapped the cube into a depression. “I have to be careful. If this is booby-trapped, or has delicate opto-electronics inside, an overly brutish scanning attempt could cook the insides.”  
 
    “I still think it’s strange you can remember what it’s called, but now how to use it.”  
 
    “You’re telling me? But remember, until a few days ago, you couldn’t remember your childhood best friend. Minds are strange that way, and it appears we both suffered traumatic brain injuries.”  
 
    Rick snorted. “The only one who doesn’t have a screwed-up brain is the psychotic squid.”  
 
    “True, Dakkar is healthy, just not of a conventional intelligence.”  
 
    Rick shook his head. “Someone should know how many Wrogul are out there in the galaxy, operating on everyone’s brains.”  
 
    “Like I said, nobody knows. Most are probably still on Azure. Many planets aren’t well suited to their unique living requirements.”  
 
    Probably a good thing, Rick thought. He knew there were quite a few, though. One was in Houston doing pinplants. He now remembered Jim going to get his when they were freshmen. He’d offered to pay for Rick to get them, too, but he’d balked. Rick hadn’t gotten his own until joining the Winged Hussars. It was Nemo who’d installed them, his first exposure to Wrogul tentacles in his brain.  
 
    A few months later, Nemo had worked on Rick’s brain again, this time to try to alleviate some of the laser damage. That was when Nemo had taken the samples of Rick’s genome and recorded his brain’s neural patterns to reproduce later. At least it had to be then, because Rick had no memory after that session.  
 
    “You know Dakkar is loose on the bridge?”  
 
    “Yes, he’s rewriting a subroutine. He finished his quarters and wanted something to do.” Sato looked up at Rick, who just stared. “It’s fine, he can’t do any damage.” 
 
    “Okay. So what’s next?” 
 
    “Let me run a slow series of surface scans,” Sato said. “It’ll take about 10 minutes.”  
 
    “I don’t have any other work to do right now,” Rick said. Sato nodded and began working with the instruments. As the scientist probed the Enigma, Rick used his first downtime to run a self-diagnostic on the Æsir. As he was doing the work, he remembered he had two stored recordings still saved.  
 
    Back in the museum, the moment he realized something was wrong, Rick had triggered the Æsir’s log to retain all sensor readings. He had the entire run through the facility, out the door, and the fight with the guards. More importantly, he had Sato taking on the four opSha.  
 
    The man was frozen in place for a fraction of a second, then moved with incredible speed. Rick wasn’t sure if he could move any faster, especially since the armor more than doubled his weight. More interesting were the types of moves Sato was performing. Simply put, they were fucking brutal.  
 
    Rick had studied martial arts from the day he began cadre training with Mickey Finn. Mercs wouldn’t always have the luxury of being suited up in a CASPer when a fight came calling. The sergeant major of cadre had always insisted on weekly unarmed combat sessions. He was a little Korean dude who could toss a 120-kilo man like a ragdoll, and do it all afternoon.  
 
    Some of Sato’s moves were clearly Ju Jitsu. Rick also recognized some Kung Fu and even Krav Maga. The latter he hadn’t expected, as they were power moves you saw more often with a large, strong fighter. The Israelis had developed Krav Maga centuries before by combining moves from many forms, including Judo, Aikido, and Karate. He knew quite a bit of it himself.  
 
    However, there was a series of moves Sato used against the opSha when two of them had him and were trying to get the diminutive scientist off his feet. They were strange, open-handed moves that curiously didn’t take advantage of his fingers. They were quite effective against the aliens, too. Rick replayed one sort of ‘chop block’ into an opSha’s arm a dozen times.  
 
    Is that move designed for use against an opSha? he wondered. Whatever the origin, Sato mixed in those moves with many other styles to turn the simian aliens’ attack against him into a wild, gyrating ballet of pain directed back at them.  
 
    Sato had dropped three of them, but the last one got a hit in, and Sato shuddered to a stop. Like a light switch, the ninja was gone, and the awkward scientist was back. Rick rewound the scene and replayed it several times. He’d only allocated a few sensors to watch Sato, and there wasn’t enough resolution to tell what the monkey had done to him. It looked like he’d just touched Sato’s head, and the scientist reset.  
 
    It wasn’t a drug, Rick knew. It had to have something to do with the cobweb glove. He decided if an opSha came at him, he’d shoot first and ask questions later. He reran the fight one more time, and was struck by Sato’s expression. It was calm, determined, and businesslike. He’d seen the look on mercs’ faces. The old guys who’d been in the shit more times than they could remember. The guys you didn’t fuck with. Ever.  
 
    He noticed Sato shaking his head and brought his entire attention back to the present. “Anything?”  
 
    “Nothing,” Sato said, glaring at the Enigma cube. “Sooner or later I’ll remember how to get into this thing.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an enigma because there’s nothing inside?”  
 
    Sato laughed and looked at him, then frowned. He turned back to glare the cube. “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    A few hours later, and with many more systems working properly, they adjusted their speed and course as stargate rendezvous became imminent.  
 
    “Stargate will open at exactly 13:33:39,” the stargate controller radioed. They’d wired the payment hours ago, otherwise they’d be facing a warning from the stargate. You could sneak through with other ships, or race through without the stargate control being able to do anything about it. However they would record the ship’s ID and pass the information on. It would be difficult to keep running your starship without being able to use a stargate ever again. 
 
    “Last chance to say goodbye to Earth,” Sato said. “I don’t think I’ll ever return.” 
 
    “Good seafood,” Dakkar said from the console he was still working on.  
 
    “What about you, Rick?” Sato asked.  
 
    “I said my goodbyes already.” 
 
    They entered the stargate.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was good to get back into space. It had been good eight weeks ago, anyway. Vestoon was a never-ending project, and Rick wasn’t what anyone would call mechanically inclined. He was a serviceable wrench turner, if it wasn’t much more complicated than a wrench. The kind of stuff he’d done right after lifting off Earth was easy enough. Helping Sato measure the quantity of Astatine-222 in the hyperspace wave generator with a nuclear magnetic resonator was a lot more than turning a wrench.  
 
    “How long does this stuff last?” Rick asked as he tried adjusting the angle again.  
 
    “Oh, hundreds of thousands of hours in hyperspace,” Sato replied. “Raise it another millimeter, and to the left slightly.”  
 
    Rick moved the sensor head. “That’s 600 or more trips through hyperspace.”  
 
    “I said hundreds of thousands,” Sato said, emphasizing the plural in hundreds. “The element is a freak, and degenerates in a somewhat unpredictable manner. I’ve noticed from monitoring Winged Hussars ships that the smaller the ship, the more power it takes to maintain the hyperspace field, and the faster the astatine degenerates.”  
 
    Rick grunted and moved the sensor a tiny amount. “How’s that?”  
 
    “Yeah, you got it.” Sato examined the instrument while it gathered data. “Astatine-222 is a freak, just like F11. Only created in some unknown phenomenon.”  
 
    “Where does it come from?” Rick asked as he waited.  
 
    “Nobody knows. If they did, it wouldn’t be worth thousands of credits a gram.”  
 
    “Wow, I thought F11 was expensive.”  
 
    “Luckily it doesn’t take a large amount. The one-mil-thick coating on hyperspace wave carriers is sufficient and will last forever. However, key parts, like this wave generator, bear the brunt of the generator’s full output, so this is a rod of pure A-triple-2. It degenerates from the high heat.” 
 
    Rick could understand the last part. His hands, a few millimeters from the rod, said it was nearly a thousand degrees. “You said you can only test it under load?” 
 
    “Correct. The nature of the metal makes it impossible to scan cold. You also don’t want to heat it with a torch; its melting point is razor thin.” Sato gestured at the rod. “On most ships, they have engineering bots do the monitoring. Since they take readings every time they’re in hyperspace, it’s easy to tell if it’s wearing down.” 
 
    “How’s ours?”  
 
    “I’ll know in another minute.”  
 
    Time passed slowly. “Dakkar is getting big,” Rick noted.  
 
    “It’s the tilapia tank we put in,” Sato explained. A 1,000-liter tank split into multiple compartments, it was intended to supplement the ship’s fresh food supply in the form of hydroponics-grown vegetables and extra oxygen. A byproduct was genetically engineered tilapia that fed on the plant wastes. Dakkar had discovered the fish a week into the trip. He didn’t eat them all. In fact, he was careful to only consume them as they matured. The fish grew up fast, and the Wrogul had been eating them as fast as they grew. “The Wrogul are effective omnivores; however, they grow best on a meat diet.”  
 
    The sensor beeped, and Sato examined the output before cursing something in Japanese Rick’s translator didn’t pick up. “Just like everything else on this ship, it’s worn out.” 
 
    “How bad?” Sato had begun checking hyperspace components after their last jump, when the powerplant had been consuming 5% more energy than it should have. From what Rick had learned, such an increase in power consumption wasn’t a big deal on a larger ship. They had more power to spare. Vestoon’s main powerplant produced 125% of the power needed to keep them in hyperspace, a pretty narrow margin. Its backup was incapable of making enough by itself. If the main failed, they had a big problem.  
 
    But if the main couldn’t keep up, that was a problem, too. The backup was in idle mode, having two buffers removed. Sato was uncertain if it would stand up to more than a tiny nominal load. So uncertain, he’d never tested it.  
 
    “Well,” Sato said, powering down the tester and beginning to climb out of the tight access shaft above the hyperspace generator. “It shows spots with 78% degeneration. Should have been replaced years ago.” 
 
    “So we replace it at the next stop?”  
 
    “It’s a five-million-credit component, if we can locate the right size, and the gravy train hasn’t dried up.”  
 
    Rick nodded. A three-day layover at Karma Station had let them pick up more spares and reaction mass. They’d even found replacement buffers for the backup fusion plant. Four of them, leaving them still two short. The smaller plant apparently had much less margin for error.  
 
    “We left with the backup offline. A risk, but an acceptable one,” Sato explained. “I was confident we could find replacement parts on Karma, and we did. But only finding four was unexpected. That backup isn’t stable missing even one.” The parts had been paid for with the codes.  
 
    They’d tried at the next stop coreward, a Maki trading outpost. Not only had they not found more buffers, but their attempt to top off supplies and purchase a CID laser emitter caused the code to be denied.  
 
    “Much faster than I anticipated,” Sato said. “And now they know what direction we’re going. Just as well I took a sidelong route!” He grinned, quite proud of himself.  
 
    The emitter was bought with cash, 850,000 credits. Their reserves were down to under two million. Five million for a replacement Astatine-222 hyperspace wave generator was out of the question.  
 
    “So what do we do?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Every hour in hyperspace chews up a little of the Astatine. Some here, some there.” They floated back into main engineering, and Rick closed the accessway behind him. “The flux from the energy that anchors a ship in hyperspace is strange. It doesn’t follow the same rules of physics as conventional energy, or even particle physics. Sometimes it wears a wave generator evenly, a molecule at a time. Others it follows some line, a weakness, through the rod. One day—bang!” He snapped his fingers together. “Free one-way trip to 2nd Level Hyperspace, and no Pegasus to get you home.”  
 
    Rick shook his head. He had no interest in going back to the strangeness of 2nd Level Hyperspace. Regular hyperspace had taken long enough to get used to when he first left Earth. The unexplored realm of 2nd level was a study in opposites. Zero gravity existed, but you didn’t coast. It was like jumping through water, it slowed you to a stop. And that was just the beginning. Losing power in hyperspace was a nightmare story told to scare young spacers. Even so, ships disappeared all the time, never to be seen again.  
 
    The Winged Hussars’ flagship, Pegasus, was special in many ways. One of them was a powerful computer they used to get back from 2nd Level Hyperspace after losing power as the result of battle damage. He knew there were hostiles there. Unknown, powerful hostiles.  
 
    “We get to the system of those coordinates in one more jump,” Sato said. “We’ll monitor the degradation after each jump to make sure nothing is accelerating. It could last for another hundred trips.” 
 
    “Or one,” Rick said.  
 
    “Or one,” Sato agreed.  
 
    Leaving Sato to tinker around in engineering, Rick returned to the ship’s tiny central space, which served as mess, meeting room, and sickbay if needed. He programmed the tiny autochef for a turkey sandwich and water, which it delivered promptly. That machine, at least, had worked perfectly. Sato had uploaded a couple terabytes of Human food recipes.  
 
    As he ate, he tried not to think about what the meat might have begun as. The slightly gamey taste didn’t help his efforts. Even so, it didn’t taste bad. He finished the meal and traveled the short distance to the bridge. For a change, Dakkar wasn’t there.  
 
    The large forward window provided an impressive view of hyperspace. Endless pure whiteness in all directions. Many people said it was disturbing. He was among the minority who considered it calming, rather like watching the surf or being indoors on a rainy night.  
 
    Rick didn’t know how long he’d quietly floated in the bridge before Sato came in. “Everything all right in engineering?” 
 
    “Fine,” Sato affirmed. “I think we’ve done about as much as is practical.” The scientist used his pinplants to bring the bridge Tri-V online, showing the local star group, their location, and the ship’s destination. “Phi-Theta-Nine, by Human catalogue. The GalNet shows it as once being a way station before the Great Galactic War.” 
 
    “What’s a way station?” Rick asked.  
 
    “A place where you transfer cargo, refuel, etcetera.” 
 
    Rick examined the chart. “There’s a lot of stars not far from Phi-Theta-Nine,” he observed.  
 
    “Back during the war, it probably had strategic importance.” 
 
    “But why is there still a stargate there? I mean, there is a stargate, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We don’t have shunts, so we have to use a stargate. I would have loved to get a ship with them, but I doubt the codes we got would have allowed a hundred-million-credit transaction.” He smiled, then shrugged. “I almost tried. Anyway, the stargate is there because the Cartography Guild never got around to moving it, I guess.” He looked at the map and frowned.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The stargate is a Class-9.” He noticed the confused look on Rick’s face. “Stargates go from class 1 to 10. The class 1s are barely big enough for a cruiser to go through, and are very rare. The Class-10 is kilometers across and can be configured about as big as you would want. A Class-9 isn’t quite that grandiose, but it’s still a big sucker.” 
 
    “What does that matter?”  
 
    “Class-9 stargates are in demand. There’s been a lot of growth in commerce hubs, even in this arm of the galaxy. Everyone wants to have a Behemoth-class transport come a-calling. They bring passengers, freight, prestige, and most important, credits. You need at least a Class-6 to fit them, and many Maki, who operate the majority of the Behemoths, don’t like anything smaller than a Class-9. Too crowded.”  
 
    “I still don’t get it.”  
 
    Sato pointed at the map. “This system has no reason for a stargate. I can understand why the Cartography Guild left one, say a Class-3 or even a Class-4, because it takes years of preparation to decommission a stargate. You don’t want someone coming through with an old map and finding themselves with no way to leave. Even so, this Class-9 should have been moved a long time ago.” 
 
    “So it was left there on purpose,” Rick said, a half question.  
 
    “It would seem.” Sato rubbed his chin as he stared at the Tri-V.  
 
    “You know what we need?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “A good old mystery to keep things interesting.” 
 
    Sato looked at him in confusion, then Rick winked, and they laughed out loud. Mysteries were the only thing they had in profusion.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Rick, can you come down to the engineering shop?” 
 
    “Sure, be right there.”  
 
    Sato looked at his project for another moment and nodded in approval. It had taken weeks of work in their long trip across the galaxy. They could have come directly and reached the core region in only a few jumps—and pointed an arrow right at themselves. Whoever had ‘loaned’ him those codes, not to mention the source of the opSha killers, would be looking for him. Likely their next encounter wouldn’t be as benign. News of the event had accelerated ahead of them. He had to assume they’d be waiting and know where he was going.  
 
    “What’s up?” Rick asked as he floated in.  
 
    “Time to finish fixing your leg,” Sato said and gestured to the mini-manufactory.  
 
    “I thought you’d forgotten all about me,” Rick said, and wrapped his arm around a protruding pipe.  
 
    “No, but I didn’t have the time or the advanced alloys until now.” He pointed. “I’ll need your leg.” Rick held it out from his body. “You can release it yourself.” 
 
    “How do I do that?”  
 
    “Access your internal mechanical controls file. Autonomous function. Extremities. There’s a subfile for each one.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rick said. “I should spend more time looking around in my own head.”  
 
    “Did you find the release?” Sato asked. With a click, Rick’s leg detached at the hip. “I didn’t need it all, but okay.”  
 
    “Sorry, I guess I shouldn’t play with myself.”  
 
    “Ha,” Sato said and quickly disassembled the lower limb. An array of newly manufactured parts already floated around the space, and he began the reassembly process. “I’ve been thinking about losing this leg. Shouldn’t have been that easy.”  
 
    “It was a 20mm round,” Rick said. “Not exactly light weapons.”  
 
    “No, but your offensive capabilities far outstrip your defenses.” 
 
    “Not sure what you can do about that. You said my armor is about as tough as you can make it.”  
 
    “For metals and composites, yes.” Sato closed up the leg and pushed it back toward Rick, who caught it. After orienting it properly, he fitted it in place. A moment later it reintegrated with a series of snaps and pops. “You should be back to 100 percent.”  
 
    “Armor status says 102, actually.”  
 
    Sato smiled. “Maybe I made it too smart.” 
 
    “I’m pretty happy with it. You wouldn’t have mentioned defensive capabilities if you didn’t have an idea.”  
 
    Sato picked a component out of an equipment bay and held it out to Rick. “You know what this is?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “This is a shield generator. I picked this up at that last stop. The account bounced, so I paid cash. Almost a million.” 
 
    “Doesn’t leave us much.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “I didn’t think shields cost all that much.” 
 
    “They don’t, for normal-sized ones. This is about a tenth the size.” 
 
    “So a tenth the power?”  
 
    “No, about a quarter the power. I picked up a couple tricks from things we brought back from 2nd Level Hyperspace.” Sato turned the component over in his hand. It was expensive because he’d had it made, and as he didn’t want the technology getting into the wild, he’d insisted on renting the manufactory and doing it all himself. It didn’t take long, but the manufactory owner was not pleased.  
 
    “Open panel 9B, if you please. Same file group, torso.” 
 
    “It’s requesting a confirmation.”  
 
    “Yeah, it exposes your biological bits. You want to make sure you only do it in a real safe place.”  
 
    Rick nodded and his abdominal panel clicked loose. Sato opened it, and then moved aside the memory metal musculature to expose some of the suit’s inner workings.  
 
    Fitting the living part of Rick into the Æsir had required a good amount of compromise. There needed to be enough of him to support biological function, of course. Arms and legs weren’t required; neither was most of his digestive tract. Sato had optimized his food use ability, and that provided the room in the abdomen for power systems. The stuff below was mostly still there, including pelvis and other goodies.  
 
    Sato removed a redundant protein storage unit, capping the leads, and let it float away.  
 
    “It just told me I need to eat more.” 
 
    “Sorry, had to make room.” Next he found the secondary main power connector. It was tricky to access. Ideally he’d want to power the Æsir completely down, but Rick wasn’t just a project. The man inside had saved his life several times. So he grunted and wiggled his fingers until he felt the connector.  
 
    “This feels funky,” Rick said. “You’d think having someone dig around in your guts would hurt.”  
 
    “If you hadn’t released the panel, this would have been relayed to your brain as serious pain,” Sato explained. “Got it.” He gently pulled the plug into view. The T wasn’t very long; if he pulled too hard, it could dislodge it from the main power cell. He connected the shield generator.  
 
    Since the compartment hadn’t been designed for the new component, he’d fabricated a mounting frame, which he now secured to the internals. The generator had to be electrically isolated from any other metal, or it could short to the main bus. Next he attached a new wiring harness to his grounding and sensory input wires.  
 
    “Wow,” Rick said and grabbed another handhold. “I just lost all equilibrium.” 
 
    “Sorry, just another minute.” 
 
    “How can I function like this?” 
 
    “I need to finish this before we can fix that.” Sato finished the connections, touched the power controls, and entered a code on the shield generator. The tiny indicator on it turned green. “Done.” He took out a data chip. “Load this, please.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing I trust you,” Rick said and took the chip, touching it to his pinlink. “Bios upgrade?”  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s passive. You won’t have to reboot your pinplants.”  
 
    “Well, that’s good.” There was a short pause. “Done. I’m not dizzy anymore.” 
 
    “Excellent. Are the new controls on your combat interface? They should be under Defenses.” 
 
    “Yeah, it says Shield right under IR Flash.”  
 
    “That’s it. I need to add some new components to your limbs to make it 100 percent.” 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Energy guides, which will allow the shield to form.” 
 
    “Then why bother installing it?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Because it’ll work now, but only sort of.” Rick cocked his head, and Sato continued, “I tied it into your suit’s grounding plain and tactile sensors. This thing will work, with two big caveats. One, you’ll only have power for maybe five minutes. Less if you’re taking heavy fire. Your current main power cell can’t take more than that. The amount of damage it can take depends on the attack. 
 
    “The second is, activating it will destroy your tactile senses; touch to be precise.” 
 
    “I won’t feel anything after I use the shields?”  
 
    “Not until the sensors are replaced. In fact, it’ll hurt like hell, because I can’t get the bios to properly disable the pain receptors. I’ll work on it with Dakkar; there must be a fix.”  
 
    “Now I’m filled with confidence.”  
 
    “It’s better than nothing. Just remember, it won’t do shit against punches or grapples. The attack must have enough energy to interact with the shield. You can walk right through them. But big, heavy, fast-moving bullets or coherent energy, and they’re great. Your controls will have some feedback, so you’ll know the shield status.”  
 
    “What if I keep it up past the battery’s endurance?”  
 
    “Then your main power cell will fry, and you’re on backup.” Sato shrugged. “Maybe an hour or two of power, depending on what you’re doing. The shield’s own energy capacitor will control itself and shutdown when it’s absorbed as much damage as it can.”  
 
    Rick was quiet for a minute as Sato closed the armor up. When it was resealed, he spoke again. “You must be thinking something bad is coming, or you wouldn’t have given me a half-assed system like this.”  
 
    “I don’t know anything is going to happen,” Sato admitted. “But I had this much ready and decided it was better to install it now and not need it than wish you had it later. It only costs you a day’s food reserves.” 
 
    “Okay,” Rick said. “Hopefully I won’t need it.”  
 
    “Hopefully,” Sato agreed. Only Rick had been right. He had the feeling he was going down a one-way road at high speed, and the signs were all pointing in the opposite direction. Their destination was just a couple days away. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vestoon emerged into normal space, and the navigation system automatically began verifying their position. It was one of the automation programs he and Dakkar had written to reduce manual labor, where a crewman might have handled the job before.  
 
    Location—Phi-Theta-Nine, the program reported after a few seconds.  
 
    “Right on target,” Sato said from the captain’s chair.  
 
    Rick was strapped into copilot again, where the navigator’s job was located. He’d studied up a bit on the job, just in case. He still didn’t trust his ability to get a correct result and was glad the computer was doing the work.  
 
    As before, Dakkar was stuck to the comms/computer position. The Wrogul’s eyes were staring at a slate held by two of its arms; pulsing lines of text flew past too quick for Rick’s translator to read.  
 
    “So, let’s see what’s here,” Rick said. He activated the ship’s sensors as Sato checked their residual momentum from entering the previous stargate. Sensors were something he understood better than most of the ship’s other systems. CASPers had quite a few sensors, and he’d been a good CASPer driver. Their ship’s sensors were vastly more powerful, and because of its duties, more diverse as well.  
 
    He started with a tight-band radar sweep and opened the covers on the various radiation arrays situated around the hull. Keeping them closed when arriving in a system was standard procedure in case you encountered debris upon emergence, which could blind you.  
 
    “No ships within a hundred thousand klicks,” he reported quickly. “Emergence point is fairly clear of debris.” 
 
    “Unusual for a backwater stargate,” Sato pointed out.  
 
    A star system’s emergence point would settle at a LaGrange point other than where the stargate was, usually on the opposite side of the planet. Every system had LaGrange points, as long as there was a star present. Phi-Theta-Nine had a star, a brown dwarf, and a single planet, a small gas giant. The stargate and emergence point were situated around the gas giant. Because stargates and emergence points were at LaGrange points—gravitic eddies as it were—they often collected trash. 
 
    “I have some larger structures,” Rick said, reading the displays. “Maybe a couple space stations around the gas giant or large ships. Waiting on energy emissions data.” He let the radar build up data on the objects visible in orbit while the radiation sensors tasted the readings. “Wow, that gas giant is hot.” 
 
    “Gamma radiation?” Sato asked.  
 
    “No, thermal radiation. It’s showing 173 at the surface.” 
 
    “That’s hot,” Sato agreed. “Jupiter is 128, and it’s on the warm side. Uranus is only 49; even the Izlians think it’s chilly.”  
 
    “I don’t understand how anything can live in those temperatures.”  
 
    “Good old exotics,” Sato said.  
 
    “My species is classified as exotic,” Dakkar flashed. “I do not want to go swimming in that.”  
 
    It took Rick a quarter of an hour to finish scanning the near-system area. “I have four starships identified within range. Three are in orbit around the gas giant; one is transiting toward the stargate. Three of them are freighters, or bulk transports. Not warships, or really poor ones if they are. The last could be a frigate.” 
 
    “Where is that one?” Sato asked. 
 
    “In orbit, near one of the big structures around the gas giant.”  
 
    “Anything nearby?” Sato asked. “Anything manufactured, even a few meters in size.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Rick said and increased power and narrowed focus on the radar. “I have a few pieces of a ship,” he said after a minute. He uncovered and focused the ship’s only telescope. “Here’s the first.” A jagged piece of hull plate. “The second.” A visibly cracked fusion torch nozzle. “The final, and third.” About two-thirds of a small craft, probably a shuttle or an escape pod. It was obvious by the gently floating wires it had been stripped, as well.  
 
    Sato steepled his fingers and stared blankly at the display, thinking. He was waiting for something to trigger a memory, a feeling, anything. “Can I see the big objects?”  
 
    “Sure,” Rick said and refocused the telescope. “This is the first.” The camera showed a former ship, and a big one. Sato guessed it had been a battleship, or maybe a part of one. Could have been towed into orbit for salvage, because it looked like there were many holes in the superstructure, either cut or burned in combat.  
 
    “One of those transports is here, too,” Rick added. The view focused on a transport in almost as bad a shape as the dead battleship. They were over 200,000 kilometers distant, so the camera couldn’t focus in enough to see details. However, tiny shapes were moving on both vessels, and miniature sparkles appeared. “Cutting or welding,” Rick suggested.  
 
    “Reasonable. Next?” Sato asked.  
 
    Rick moved the focus to the next large object. This one was unrecognizable as anything. It almost looked like a random collection of parts and materials, which it might well have been. This one, too, had an old junk freighter docked to it, but in this case, there was no sign of any work going on, and the docked ship demonstrated only minimal power. “Could be a ship powered down, awaiting friends or hiding here?” 
 
    “Anything’s possible.” Nothing here piqued his interest. “The last ship?”  
 
    “Also docked to an object in orbit,” Rick said, and the view moved again. This time it wasn’t a ship or even debris; it was a large asteroid. “Its orbit is stable, no rotation. I can’t get any readings from the asteroid, but the ship is live.”  
 
    Again, it was too far away to see detail on the ship beyond shape. It was a sleek, winged ship, not dissimilar to their own, except it had more of a lifting body. It was also painted in a dark color, making it difficult to focus on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He was walking down the hangar toward a waiting shuttle. To his left, a pair of Insertion Cutters waited for a mission, their swept lifting bodies and black paint suggesting speed and stealth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” Sato said. “What’s the ship doing?”  
 
    “It looks like it’s landed on the asteroid,” Rick said. “I can’t confirm if it’s tied down or not. That asteroid can’t be very big or have much of gravity.”  
 
    “Let me have the sensors,” Sato said.  
 
    “They’re yours,” Rick said and flipped a switch, which toggled main control between workstations.  
 
    Sato quickly analyzed the gas giant’s orbit, as well as the altitude and velocity of the asteroid. “It’s not natural,” he concluded. “The asteroid’s orbit is almost perfect, and far lower than you would expect.” He turned to Rick. “I’m setting a course for the gas giant.”  
 
    “If there’s someone in that ship, won’t they see us coming?” Rick asked.  
 
    “Yes, so I’m heading for the junk pile.” 
 
    “There’s a ship there, too,” Dakkar reminded him.  
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” The fusion torch lit, and Vestoon accelerated away from the emergence point and toward the gas giant.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vestoon fell toward the gas giant. Sato thought it was rather majestic, in its own way. It didn’t have the startlingly beautiful bands of Jupiter, the extensive rings of Saturn, or even the deep blue vastness of Uranus. It did have a single band of green around the equator, which broke up the rest of the dark red swirls. It had a ring, too, but only a small one. It was majestic to him for what it represented. The possibility of answers.  
 
    He brought the ship into orbit while the asteroid was on the opposite side of the planet. Vestoon passed within 1,000 kilometers of the derelict battleship. It appeared, just as Rick had shown from the long-range scans, a gutted hulk. A single equally wretched ship clung to it, a dozen beings in spacesuits forlornly cutting at the wreck with plasma torches in search of he knew not what. If the salvaging operation took any note of them, it was impossible to tell. Soon it was left behind.  
 
    The hulk was in a higher orbit than their destination, so as the asteroid was closing on the wreckage. The two would pass each other in only an hour or so. Good timing for them to make their move.  
 
    Their approach to the asteroid was made slowly, looking as if they were just in a slightly lower orbit and would pass within a hundred or so kilometers. Don’t mind us, just passing through! As they approached, everyone made ready.  
 
    “You sure about this?” Rick asked as he double checked his various weapons.  
 
    “Positive,” Sato assured him. “The ship docked to the asteroid; I’ve seen them before.” 
 
    “As a Proctor?”  
 
    “I guess.”  
 
    “I’m worried, both that you’re going into this without much thought, and that you may have unrealistic expectations. Someone tried to kill you back on Earth.” 
 
    “They weren’t trying to kill me,” Sato said. “If someone wanted me dead, the opSha could have just burned a hole through my head with a laser from 5 kilometers away.” 
 
    “Then what did they want?”  
 
    “My guess is to bring me here.” 
 
    Rick stared at him without comment for a long moment.  
 
    “I know, it’s not the best of plans. However, they don’t know I have you.”  
 
    “I’m hardly a game changer,” Rick noted. “Besides, you don’t know for certain if they’re aware of me or not. There was footage of me at the museum.” 
 
    “That’s the only place there’s footage of you, and it wasn’t very good.” 
 
    “They do not know about me, either,” Dakkar said.  
 
    Sato had forgotten the Wrogul was there. “Not to reduce your importance,” Sato said, “but you aren’t exactly a fighter.”  
 
    “No, but I can go places you cannot.”  
 
    “Including under doors,” Rick said with head shake.  
 
    “Indeed!” Dakkar agreed. “I can also pass through tiny spaces, like ventilation shafts.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I turn you loose on this asteroid?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Why not?” Rick said, surprising Sato. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t exactly on Dakkar’s side.” 
 
    “I’m on our side,” Rick said. “Having him slithering his way around the inside of that station might well give us a real ace in the hole. If he’s willing, why not?”  
 
    “Nemo, Dakkar’s nominal parent, wasn’t known for his understanding of risky situations,” Sato pointed out. “Along with not understanding basic morals, they often display a complete disregard for their own mortality.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t you if you could just make another copy?” Rick asked. 
 
    Sato blinked. “You know, I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Again I say, why not? As soon as we dock, let Dakkar slip into the asteroid station.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have pinplants yet,” Sato said.  
 
    “So whip up some tiny little transmitter. I would guess you can manage?”  
 
    “Sure,” Sato admitted. “I can even make it work through our privileged pinplant channel.” 
 
    “Then it is settled,” Dakkar said. His big eyes looked at Sato with their distinctive bar-shaped pupils, so like a terrestrial octopus. “I’ve been with you since the beginning of this quest, old friend.”  
 
     He was already forgetting that Dakkar was Nemo in every way you could quantify, only smaller. But was he really the same Wrogul? Dakkar already seemed different in some ways. Nemo had never enjoyed the company of Humans that much, being more than happy to spend vast amounts of time by himself, immersed in whatever research he was doing. The only one he’d never minded being interrupted by was Sato.  
 
    Dakkar had spent hours helping sick Humans in Mexico. Not only had Sato not asked him to, but he’d been gone when Dakkar had taken the initiative to help the young girl he’d seen earlier, and he’d properly conjectured that the child had a brain injury. When others had arrived, he’d begun curing them as well. One after another, more than 20 men, women, and children. He didn’t think that was something Nemo would have done. 
 
    “Okay,” Sato said and left the bridge to travel to the engineering compartment. There he made a tiny transmitter/receiver for Dakkar, returning just 11 minutes later. “Here you are,” he said and floated it over to the alien. “You’ll have to focus a small area of your skin to speak for us to understand. It’s got an adhesive that will work on you.”  
 
    “Got it,” Dakkar said, catching the device and adhering it to a tentacle close to his central body mass.  
 
    <Testing,> Dakkar said.  
 
    <Working,> Sato replied. He hadn’t even seen a glimmer when the Wrogul spoke, though there was a tiny flash as he replied.  
 
    <Good here, too,> Rick said.  
 
    Sato drifted back to the pilot’s section and checked its displays. “We’re 53 kilometers from the asteroid and closing at 50 meters per second.” He touched the controls. “Slowing us down.”  
 
    Rick plugged into a high-power output on the bridge to top off his batteries. As they approached, Dakkar went to his quarters and returned with a hyper-oxygenation unit Sato had made for him on the trip. It was a small device that fed oxygen rich water directly into his siphon. Unlike a terrestrial octopus, Wrogul didn’t have external gills, but something closer to internal lungs. In essence, it was a water SCUBA for Dakkar, and it was no bigger than a pair of computer styluses.  
 
    Sato further adjusted their speed with puffs of the reaction thrusters. Dakkar’s tentacles suddenly moved on the controls.  
 
    “We are being scanned by the asteroid.”  
 
    “Shit,” Sato snarled. He was about to ask about any comms when Dakkar spoke again.  
 
    “I’m getting a laser comm,” he said.  
 
    Sato blinked. “Laser comm?” That was unusual, as only ships who already knew each other used laser communications. They were secure and harder to negotiate for that reason. He used the captain/pilot screens to examine the incoming comms. It was a secure handshake transmission, the kind you’d find between two friendly combatants.  
 
    “They think we’re a friendly ship?” Rick wondered aloud.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sato said. “It could be an automated transmission to any ship that comes close.” 
 
    “There’s a ship there,” Rick pointed out. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean anyone is actually there,” Sato said. “Our sensors can’t penetrate the rock, and the ship only shows low power, probably on standby.”  
 
    “But how do we reply? Don’t we need a code?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sato said. A memory drifted to the surface, or a ghost of the memory. He reached into the pouch he was wearing that contained the various bits and pieces of his quest, withdrawing the tube he took off the dead opSha. “This is called a mission tube,” he said and held it up. He closed his eyes and thought about the incoming comms. His fingers moved of their own accord, finding a tiny groove on one end of the tube and flipping it. He opened his eyes and saw he’d exposed a tiny universal data port.  
 
    It took him a moment to find a connection cable on the bridge. When he did, Sato attached the tube to the cable and linked it with the comms station. “Interface with this connection,” he instructed Dakkar. 
 
    “Certainly,” the Wrogul said. A tiny light flashed, indicating the comms console was interfacing with the tube. “We are establishing a connection with the incoming laser.” Dakkar didn’t sound surprised. Of course, the translator never seemed to assign emotions to a Wrogul’s speech. A reply came, text only. 
 
    <Cleared to approach. Docking Port #2> 
 
    “This is completely wrong,” Rick said. “I thought you said whoever tried to kill or abduct you must have gotten the information out ahead of us. Doesn’t that mean they knew about it here, and that’s why the codes stopped working?” 
 
    “We don’t know if it reached here, only that someone—or something—deactivated the codes. This is a pretty backwater location.” 
 
    “Maybe Sato exceeded the codes’ credit limit,” Dakkar suggested.  
 
    “Or they were only valid for a few weeks,” Sato said. “We simply don’t know.”  
 
    Rick looked away and didn’t comment. Sato knew him well enough by now to understand that the man didn’t buy it for a second. He was suspicious as well, but he had to go forward.  
 
    The asteroid didn’t seem to have any defenses, and the Insertion Cutter was lightly armed. Much lighter than Vestoon. A trio of lasers wasn’t exactly packing, but at a gigawatt each, it was a decent punch for such a small ship. Likely enough to run-and-gun their way out, anyway. Or at least he hoped.  
 
    “If it’s a trap, it’s a poor choice. They would have been better off jumping us at the emergence point, when we were temporarily blind.”  
 
    “You have a point,” Rick said. “Let’s make sure the ship is ready to run. I assume if we have weapons charged, it’ll be obvious.” 
 
    “Very,” Sato confirmed. “However, we can have power allocated, at the least, and keep the powerplant on high-demand. It might look a little weird, but we are in the troposphere of a gas giant.”  
 
    It seemed they had a plan. Vestoon continued its approach to the asteroid.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rick watched the approaching asteroid and fought down a growing sense of doom. The rock was in a carefully stabilized orbit. Vestoon’s sensors said it had a little more gravity than you’d expect from a rock of its size, which suggested it was a nickel/iron ore type. Probably mined out eons ago and eventually moved into low orbit around the gas giant for use as a base.  
 
    Who would use this as a base in such a place? he wondered silently. It was too small to be a defensive base, yet what would it defend? It was in as low an orbit as was practical. Anything lower would require almost constant thrust to keep it from falling, like the derelict battleship they’d passed. The salvagers were maintaining its orbit at a considerable cost in effort. There must be something valuable there.  
 
    There were no obvious weapons, minimal sensors, and only the barest maneuvering capabilities in the form of side thruster pods placed roughly opposite each other. With no signs of a fusion powerplant, this meant they were chemical thrusters. This what—base? This base was expensive and time consuming to keep, and to maintain it on the fringe of nowhere. His paranoia tingled even worse. Sato was walking into the serpent’s jaws, but why—because of a long-lost memory? The echo of memories?  
 
    But who was he to talk? Rick was himself nothing more than a ghost of his former self, resurrected by a curious alien octopus with the aid of a semi-sentient plant. Sato had modified his body to fit inside a suit of powered armor and brought him along on the quest. At the beginning, he was as damaged as Sato, but Rick had now recalled almost everything. Where vast amounts of his memory had once been lost, now only tiny bits and pieces were missing.  
 
    He might be an echo of himself, but he was a functionally complete echo. Sato was an empty shell. He appeared to only be who he was, formed from some years ago out of nothing. His mind had been destroyed. Mostly. When pushed, he seemed to tap into old training. Deadly training. Watching him fight the opSha had been educational and a little chilling. Did Sato really want to know who he’d been before whatever had happened?  
 
    The proximity alarm sounded, and Sato tapped the override, silencing it. He closed his eyes for a moment. “I’ve programmed the docking to be automatic; the asteroid has a properly working computer to supervise. We can be at the airlock when we dock.” 
 
    “Good plan,” Rick said. “We don’t want a breaching team to catch us off guard.” He gave Sato’s kit a quick look. The man was in the light combat armor they’d purchased en route and had both weapons. He had a new laser carbine slung cross body, and a Ctech GP-90 pistol in a low-slung thigh holster. The latter, Human manufactured, was a lucky find off Earth. The weapon was solid. Many alien-made slug throwers adapted for Humans just didn’t have good ergonomics.  
 
    In addition, Sato had a modular helmet on his belt. A blocky object resembling a breathing mask, it could quickly expand into a snug-fitting helmet. Sealing with the combat armor, it would provide vacuum protection for an hour, or for a few precious minutes in space.  
 
    The scientist had a series of bags on his belt. In addition to three extra magazines for the pistol, he had a single extra laser magazine, some emergency rations, a small canteen, and two pouches holding various equipment. Rick wasn’t sure what, and it didn’t really matter. He carried most of what he’d need within the internal storage bays of his armor. Dakkar had only his water/oxygen breather and a tiny emergency bubble. In the event they were caught in a decompression, the Wrogul could slither inside and inflate it, making himself a little safe space for a time.  
 
    “What if they get violent?” Rick asked as they approached the lock. 
 
    “Then I trigger the computer to get us out of here.”  
 
    Rick nodded and armed both arm lasers, setting one for 250kw, or full power, and the other for only 100kw. He wanted flexibility. He finished running down his list of weapons, noting the newly activated shield control. “In fact, it’ll hurt like hell, because I can’t get the bios to properly disable the pain receptors.” Sato’s words echoed in his mind and still didn’t give him confidence. He resolved not to use the thing until they finished it completely.  
 
    <Docking in one minute,> the computer told them. Vestoon bumped as a thruster fired and the trio needed to maintain handholds, or tentacleholds, as they moved forward. They reached the outside of the airlock moments before the ship nuzzled up to the asteroid. With a final lurch, they had a hard dock; the ship and asteroid were one.  
 
    They floated next to the inside lock while their ship negotiated with the asteroid’s systems. After a moment, the telltales indicated a safe mating, and the inside door opened. The three moved inside, and it closed behind them.  
 
    “Okay,” Rick said. “I’ll go in first. Sato, you and Dakkar follow.” He turned to the Wrogul. “If you see the opportunity to slip away through an air shaft or something, do it, but keep in touch. See if you can find the control room. I suspect as soon as they realize we aren’t their opSha buddies, all hell will break loose. Sound good?”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Sato repeated.  
 
    “As you say,” Dakkar said.  
 
    “Okay,” Rick said and moved to the left of the outer airlock door. Sato and Dakkar went to the right. Rick pressed the cycle button. The airlock beeped, and the door slid into the lower bulkhead, revealing the inside of the asteroid base’s airlock. Nothing waited there.  
 
    Without comment, they floated into the other airlock, and Rick examined the interior of the lock mechanism. It was Union standard. “Ready,” he said, and they prepared again. Rick triggered the final mechanism.  
 
    A slight hiss sounded as the lock equalized with the asteroid’s internal pressure, then the door released and rotated inward. A smoothed-rock, perfectly round hallway was revealed. Every meter, the circular tunnel had a ring of tiny lights with their wiring visible. The illumination would be barely sufficient for a Human. Rick’s enhanced vision found it more than enough. 
 
    “Wow,” Rick said. “Took a lot of work to make this. I was expecting something like an old coal mine.”  
 
    “No,” Sato said. “This is familiar.” 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” Rick asked.  
 
    “I don’t know yet.”  
 
    The scientist closed his eyes and floated just inside the airlock for a long moment. Rick was about to ask if he’d decided to go back when Sato’s eyes snapped open.  
 
    “This way,” he said, and pushed off into the corridor.  
 
    “We agreed to let me lead,” Rick said and immediately followed.  
 
    “You cannot lead if you don’t know where you’re going.”  
 
    Rick didn’t like the answer, but he followed anyway as they arrived at an intersection. Maneuvering inside the asteroid was difficult. It clearly wasn’t made by Humans or any of the races he was familiar with. There was an almost complete lack of handholds. There seemed to only be three around each end of a tunnel when it met another tunnel, and there weren’t any doors he could see.  
 
    “What is this place?” he wondered aloud. Sato didn’t answer. He merely paused at the three-way intersection, picked a direction, and pushed off with a foot on a handhold he hadn’t seemed to look at. Has he been here before, or just somewhere like this? Rick didn’t know and didn’t ask Sato. Instead, he followed. Rick didn’t have to use the handholds; he used the fans integral to his armor to generate tiny little puffs to maneuver with great precision. 
 
    This next corridor had rooms off it. Rick didn’t stop to look in any of them, afraid Sato would get too far ahead, and he’d lose track of him. He glanced in them as he went by. From what little he saw, they looked like small cabins or maybe cells? None of them contained furniture, equipment, or anything. Yet they were all as smooth and polished as the hallways they floated through. Sato adjusted his trajectory and made another turn. Rick hurried to follow. 
 
    They’d been traveling for about 15 minutes. The suit’s inertial navigation system showed the total distance was 1,200 meters. Based on the scans of the asteroid, they were nearing the center. Yet they’d encountered nobody and had seen no significant equipment or systems. He was just about to ask Sato how much further they were going, when the corridor made a turn and revealed a large open space, the first of any sort they’d encountered.  
 
    There were six corridors entering the space, which was around 20 meters across and roughly ovoid in shape. The exits were spaced equidistant. Since they were in zero-G, there was no up or down, and the way these corridors left the chamber suggested it was made for someone who was accustomed to zero-G. Like the corridors, this huge space was ringed with the same type of light, which necessitated massive amounts of cabling to run them. 
 
    Sato caught the ubiquitous handhold at the exit to the tunnel they’d arrived through, swinging out into the space before arresting his momentum on the wall. As he’d fought with seemingly forgotten martial prowess, he maneuvered in zero gravity just as well.  
 
    Rick used his jets to push himself into the room. Just as he crossed the threshold, he looked back to check on Dakkar’s progress. There was no sign of the Wrogul. Did he find an access shaft I missed? The Wrogul could use his vent to jet around easily with puffs of air. “Sato, have you seen—” He was cut off by a voice in his head, transmitted on all pinplant frequencies.  
 
    <Welcome back, Proctor.> 
 
    A second later, all the lines connecting the lights erupted with bolts of lightning. Rick didn’t have time to scream before he was plunged into darkness.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato opened his eyes and looked around. He couldn’t make his head move, nor anything below his jaw. His pinplants weren’t working. The fuck? He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to regain control of his pinplants. It seemed as if they weren’t there. He tried harder.  
 
    “There is no reason to struggle.” This was said in Japanese, the accent distinctively mechanical, such as came from a translator.  
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
    “Your judge, Proctor.”  
 
    “I have done nothing wrong,” Sato insisted. “I just want to know who I am.”  
 
    “Despite your claims of amnesia, the evidence of your actions speak otherwise. Executing the Jōshi on Earth proves otherwise, as well as your somehow extracting the mission details and secure account codes. We found the mission tube on your ship! I do not know how you are managing to evade our neural probes, but we will find out. Oh, we will.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Sato demanded again. This time there was no answer. He could still feel the rest of his body, though it wouldn’t respond to his commands. It seemed like they were moving. He cast his gaze around as much as he could and saw the familiar interior of the common area on Vestoon. They’d taken his damn ship! 
 
    As he cast about for the speaker, he saw something not from his ship. It was capsule-shaped, maybe a meter and a half long, tapered at both ends, and a dull gunmetal color. A single bluish glowing band ran around one end. It made him afraid, and like so many other things, he didn’t know why. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he asked after a few minutes of fruitless attempts to access his pinplants.  
 
    “To your judgement.”  
 
    He silently cursed, then he remembered something from the earlier encounter with the opSha. “To Saisho?” 
 
    A single yipping laugh. “As if the Saisho would waste its time with a traitor like you.” 
 
    Like I thought, opSha. “Traitor? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Shut up, or I’ll muzzle you.”  
 
    Sato bit back a reply. His mouth was just about the only thing working. He stared at the capsule-thing for another moment, then took a calming breath. There wasn’t much more he could do, so he waited.  
 
    Without his pinplants, Sato couldn’t be sure how much time had gone by. Maybe 15 minutes was his best guess. Whatever the time, he eventually felt Vestoon’s breaking motors fire. They’d reached their destination. For the first time, his opSha jailor floated into view.  
 
    “We’ve arrived, Proctor.”  
 
    “How many of you do I have to kill to get some answers?”  
 
    The little simian’s head came around, eyes narrowed in anger. He turned his head to the floating capsule. “Take him.”  
 
    With a hissing sound, a trio of long tentacles slithered out of the capsule’s center and wrapped around Sato. Their strength and surety were surprising. Whatever it used for propulsion in zero gravity was both silent and effective, because he was quickly towed along in its wake. As he was turned around, he got a brief look out a porthole next to the airlock. It looked like they were docked to a burned, charred piece of hull plating.  
 
    The battleship, Sato realized. The entropy-cursed battleship! He’d been wrong, or the asteroid was a decoy. Whatever the reason, his guess had led them into a trap. There was no sign of Rick, and his last memory of him was as they entered what should have been the data core of the asteroid base. He didn’t remember seeing Dakkar once they boarded the asteroid. As he berated himself for being a fool and buying their ruse, he was towed through the airlock. 
 
    The interior of the battleship was far from its outward appearance. The corridors were in excellent condition and didn’t match the military appearance he was expecting. Lighting was dim, the same as it had been on the decoy asteroid, but without the strange strands of lights.  
 
    “The lighting,” he said. “Some sort of EM generator?”  
 
    “A little surprise for your ham-fisted attempt at a Peacekeeper.” 
 
    Gears moved in his brain. “Not as good as this one,” he said, looking at the bot towing him.  
 
    “Of course not,” the opSha said. “This is a Peacekeeper.” 
 
    “I didn’t think there were any operational.”  
 
    “You know better than that, Proctor. Once we figure out how you’ve shielded your mind from us, we’ll pry out what secrets you have. The Himitsu are quite interested to know what happened on your last mission to make you…disappear.”  
 
    I wish I knew, Sato thought.  
 
    He was taken down a series of corridors, then up two ladders to different decks. Nothing was quite level. Since no races built their ships’ interiors as haphazard, not even the Izlian, he believed it was a reconstruction. Whoever had taken the wrecked battleship had rebuilt the interior for their uses. An intelligence base, perhaps. But who was running all this? Who had the millions of credits to throw at an operation to retrieve him? What were these positions he kept hearing about, like Himitsu, Saisho, and Proctor?  
 
    The Japanese word Himitsu translated to secrecy, while Saisho was first, or beginning. It didn’t make any sense. No more than calling him Proctor. What did he teach? Teachers weren’t usually pursued by killer opSha across the galaxy. The functioning Peacekeeper was a chilling part of the puzzle. They dated back to the First Republic; enforcer bots made by the Dusman to pacify planets they wanted to keep. Ancient accounts suggested they would be activated and dropped from orbit to do the Dusman’s will. Powerful and brutal, they were one step less than what Raknar were capable of. There were thousands scattered around on former battlefields. Nobody had ever managed to make them work. Sato had never seen one before now. 
 
    He was eventually taken into a room that looked like it had once been a medical bay. The first real feelings of fear began to creep up his spine. The Peacekeeper pushed him onto an examination table, where automatic restraints popped out to secure all four limbs, and one closed around his neck. They were none too gentle, and for a moment he feared it would strangle him. The restraint cutting off his oxygen abated a tiny amount. Not enough to make it easy to breathe, just enough to make it possible.  
 
    The Peacekeeper retracted its tentacles with a snickt! and retreated into a corner, where it waited silently. The opSha also waited by the door. Sato wondered what they were waiting for. In a moment he had his answer. The portal hissed open and admitted a solitary Flatar. Sato blinked in surprise as the opSha bowed his head in respect.  
 
    “At last,” the Flatar said in its tiny voice. It floated over and deftly caught the edge of the table, looking down into Sato’s face with its beady black eyes. Whiskers twitched as it examined him. Up close, the resemblance to a terrestrial chipmunk lessened. The eyes weren’t of an earthly type, the set of the mouth was…strange. Its ears were set at an odd angle. It looked, for lack of a better word, sinister. “Welcome home, Proctor.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sato said.  
 
    The Flatar looked at the opSha, who replied, “He is acting as if he has amnesia. His mesh is deactivated, somehow. The initial probe by the Peacekeeper failed to reactivate them.”  
 
    “Indeed, he is a Proctor. He’s trained in the arts of deceit and subterfuge.” 
 
    “There is reason to believe he doesn’t remember,” the opSha said.  
 
    “Oh? What makes you think that?”  
 
    “He blundered into our trap with ridiculous ease. Though this base wasn’t here when he left on his last mission, it wasn’t nearly as complex a cover as we’ve used in other situations.” The Flatar glared at the opSha. “Shinjitsu, I meant no disrespect.” He lowered his head onto his chest.  
 
    Shinjitsu, Sato thought. Truth, veracity, or even reality. But it’s also a martial art involving a sword. The Flatar floated over to a shelf Sato hadn’t noticed. Velcroed to the shelf was Sato’s equipment. The Flatar examined the gear for a moment.  
 
    “No disrespect,” Sato said, then laughed. The Flatar’s head spun around. “Shouldn’t you be cleaning up for a Tortantula or something?”  
 
    The Flatar turned, and its lips quivered, showing a tiny flash of bright white teeth.  
 
    Ooh, he’s pissed. 
 
    The Flatar, or Shinjitsu—whatever it was—got itself under visible control. It looked back at the opSha. “Prepare a detailed deconstruction of his brain.”  
 
    “That will destroy him,” the opSha said.  
 
    “Only if he resists.” He looked back at Sato. “So the choice is yours, Proctor. Either tell us what you’ve been doing the last 40 years, or we’ll peel your brain like an okfu fruit.”  
 
    Sato glared at the Flatar only centimeters from his face, pronouncing each word of his reply as if he were talking to a misbehaving child. “I. Don’t. Remember. Anything!” 
 
    “Fine,” the Flatar snapped and kicked off with its short rear legs. “Have it your way.” And it was gone.  
 
    “What’s involved in this deconstruction?” he asked the opSha. The simian alien merely smiled and followed the Flatar out. The Peacekeeper remained, an unmoving object. It could have been as seemingly dead as all the other Peacekeepers in the galaxy, except for the blue glowing vision band.  
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    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
     Rick woke in total blackness. For a second, he thought he was in space, then what sensor data he had confirmed there was atmosphere; he was just blind. He popped his helmet open, and it rotated up away from his face. He was in the same room he last remembered entering with Sato. The air was full of floating debris, it smelled like ozone, and he was slowly spinning in place. Most of the lights looked like they were burned out, and the wiring was melted, accounting for the smell.  
 
    “Something zapped me,” he surmised. “But what the fuck is up with my pinplants?” They were supposed to be impossible to damage, short of his death. There were no menus in his head. He could feel the armor, still, but only just, via a series of direct connections he’d never really explored. His pinplants had handled communications between him and the armor, running some systems automatically, and allowing him to make detailed commands without having to know the technical aspects. Without his pinplants… 
 
    He messed with the interface for a few moments, long enough to confirm that the pinplants simply weren’t responding.  
 
    “I thought I was fully integrated into the armor,” he’d said to Sato while the man had fixed his severed armor leg. 
 
    “You are, sort of. It’s best to avoid direct control of the armor.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your pinplants handle much of the command interpretation from your mind to the suit. A direct interface could possibly cause some neural damage.” 
 
    “That doesn’t encourage me,” Rick had replied.  
 
    “Which is why you have the pinplant interface.” 
 
    Of course, Sato hadn’t said what to do if the pinplants failed.  
 
    As he floated, slowly spinning and considering what to do, he heard a sound. He could only see any one place for a second as it rotated by. What he saw was a pair of bots floating into the room. It took him a second to recognize them. They were maintenance bots, like you would commonly see in space stations. He’d first seen this type on Karma Station, working inside the ship docks. They were used to cut up damaged sections of starships for repairs.  
 
    They’re here to chop me up! 
 
    The revelation made the decision of what to do for him. He felt for the interface between the armor and his mind, sensing how it worked, and then embraced it fully.  
 
    His body and the mechanicals of the suit had always been linked, though he’d never been fully aware of it. Interfacing was a function of the pinplants. While this partnership was not a fully shared feature, the pinplants were there to modify and interpret commands from his mind. Thus, he’d never felt any difference between his arms and legs, and the suit’s limbs, though his resurrected body had no flesh and bone appendages of their own.  
 
    The command was effectively an override to the suit. “Bypass pinplant interface.”  
 
    <Verify Command—Yes / No> 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    His mind exploded with the raw data from the Æsir’s own computers, and he reeled. There were a million inputs cascading into his visual cortex, as well as other parts of his mind, which controlled everything from motor reflex to autonomous functions. It was like being dipped in acid during a heavy metal concert. His screaming voice echoed in the smoky space. Everything deployed, activated, lit, fired, flexed, or did whatever it was designed to do.  
 
    It felt like it went on for hours before Rick saw something flash in his mind.  
 
    <REBOOTING> 
 
    Just as suddenly as the horror had begun, it ended. Rick blinked and looked around; his former casual spin was now a wildly dizzying gyration. He used his body’s thrusters to arrest the movement and stabilize himself relative to the room. He concentrated on slowing his breathing, then on steadying his body’s energy flow.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” he said. His EM perception showed there were two flickering energy readings nearby. He turned in space without thinking about it, examining the room. It was still full of smoke and ozone, and now it also contained a halo of floating bot chucks. The walls were scored with laser fire. Based on his energy levels, he must have fired both arm lasers while spasming.  
 
    His pinplant interface came online. Rick instantly triggered a diagnostic. The pinplants had suffered damage; the interface between them and the Æsir were out. He could use them to diagnose the suit, just not to control anything. Sato’s words about not taking direct control echoed in his mind, along with ‘neurological damage.’ 
 
    “Well, shit,” he said. 
 
    After floating for another moment, he turned and flew back toward the corridor he’d come in through. It didn’t take any more conscious thought than would be required to breathe. His every action was fused to the armor. Whatever the issue was, he was sure Sato could fix it. First, he had to find the scientist. Someone had come in after he’d been stunned and taken him away. Simple fix.  
 
    At the first intersection, a trio of the same bots were coming down the hallway. Rick lasered them as easily as he’d point to an item on a store shelf. Gesture, and they were gone. He flew over to the ruined bots and assessed the remains. He was hungry for energy. One of the three had a surviving hybrid energy cell. He extracted it and mated the power coupling to an external adapter on his left thigh. A tiny sigh escaped his mouth; the feeling of the power flowing into him had an almost sexually euphoric edge. He felt his cheeks getting hot as he sucked the battery dry.  
 
    Ninety-seven percent; that’s a lot better. He removed the drained battery and let it float away, flying back along the course they’d taken to get to the center. After maneuvering around corridors, slowing at each intersection, he finally thought about Dakkar. Where was the Wrogul?  
 
    He thought back to the last time he’d remembered seeing the cephalopod, and realized it was just as they were leaving the airlock. Had the slippery alien found a hidden entrance and was now sneaking around?  
 
    He’d wanted to avoid using the pinplant comms in case their enemy could use them as well. Sato had said they were perfectly secure, but he’d also said this operation wasn’t very risky. Rick should have known better.  
 
    <Sato, Dakkar, respond. Do either of you hear me?> There was no response. That worried him a little. While the Wrogul could just be ignoring him, Sato wouldn’t. That meant the scientist was either unconscious, dead, or too far away to receive. Their ‘rush in and see what happens’ plan was looking worse and worse under the glaring light of reality.  
 
    He’d almost reached the airlock they’d come in through when he blundered around a corner into an entire squad of opSha in light combat armor. They all yelled and tried to arrest their forward momentum, only succeeding in either flying right past him, or bumping into him.  
 
    Rick grabbed the pair who’d collided with him and crushed their necks. It made a rather satisfying crunching sound, like a handful of walnuts. They weren’t dead; it would take a few moments for their bodies to realize it was over.  
 
    Two of the others had enough presence of mind to fire on him with handheld laser weapons. The armor sloughed the beams off as if they were flashlights. However, to Rick, it felt like a cat scratching his skin.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” he yelled in surprise. The thigh holster popped open without conscious thought, and he snatched up the weapon that slid out at the exact moment his hand made contact with it. He hadn’t had call to use this one yet, a tiny machine pistol firing .177 caliber caseless bullets at 750 rounds per minute. His arm brought the weapon out and played it across the two who’d shot him, firing 30 rounds in a little over a second; he scored eight hits on one and nine on the other. Their armor was good, but not perfect. Bright red arterial blood sprayed from one opSha’s neck, while a bullet went through the eye of another.  
 
    Rick countered the weapon’s ferocious recoil using his jets without thought. The remaining three tried to retreat. Lacking an active flight system, they were reduced to scrabbling for handholds. Another two seconds of fire and 90 more rounds left all three dead.  
 
    “I should have used this before,” Rick said and holstered the gun, which automatically retracted into his thigh. Of course, what it had in rate of fire, it lacked in firepower. A sound made him spin around, right arm laser up and armed. It was only one of the opSha he’d machinegunned, surprisingly still alive. 
 
    Rick flew over to the alien, who was holding its throat as blood bubbled out between its fingers. The corridor was full of red globs floating all over, splattering onto the walls and bodies, combining to make larger globs, with some landing on him. So he didn’t get any on a critical sensor, he used a leg thruster to blow a cone clear between him and the dying alien, automatically thrusting with a back unit in the opposite direction to hold position.  
 
    “Gahk,” the alien gurgled as blood roiled from its mouth. They didn’t use air to make their vocalizations, but the sounds still originated in their mouths.  
 
    “Where’s Sato?”  
 
    “Gah…gawn,” it said. 
 
    “Gone? Where?” The alien’s eyes went out of focus, and the blood stopped surging. “Fuck,” Rick snarled and spun around, boosting toward the airlock. As he feared, when he arrived it was closed, and nothing was outside. They’d taken Sato and their ship.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, FUCK!” He slammed his fist into the wall with enough force to shatter the laser-smoothed rock. The energy propelled him backward, and he arrested the momentum with his back jets without thinking.  
 
    After a moment, he controlled his rage. He examined his knuckles, which were throbbing in pain. The metallic alloy was scuffed, but not broken. The map he’d compiled of the asteroid was, naturally, incomplete. He used his pinplants to plot what else might exist, based on his mapping thus far, and was rewarded with a probable outline of the remaining space. At least another airlock where the other ship was docked.  
 
    Rick channeled his fomenting rage into something useful. Focus. He considered; where could they have taken him? They wouldn’t leave the system. Well, they could; however, he doubted they would. If they had, there was nothing he could do. This left somewhere in-system, or, more likely, in orbit of the gas giant. There were only sparse asteroids elsewhere. While it appeared their enemies liked asteroids, this base was nothing more than a trap, a tar baby.  
 
    “They expected me to be dead,” he said as he examined the map. Or they thought he was just a bot. Maybe one of those Peacekeeper robots. It didn’t matter; he’d become the x-factor. They weren’t expecting him.  
 
    Rick pushed away from the airlock and flew down the corridors. Part of his mind remembered how it was to fly when the Æsir and he were separate. He’d command the suit through his pinplants. The control was precise, but measured, controlled, and ultimately delayed. It might appear fast and fluid to an observer. It really wasn’t, though, not even to him. Now? There was no delay or relay. He didn’t tell the suit what to do; he did it. He didn’t know how he ever flew before. Before the Æsir and he were one. Before he was the Æsir. Why didn’t Sato set it up this way from the beginning? 
 
    Corners in the corridors that would have required him to stop and change directions, he now took at speed. His body spun with blinding speed, using back and leg jets in intricate combinations to perform skew turns an observer would think was impossible. He laughed out loud in the joy of the moment. At last he felt whole, for the first time since he’d ‘woken up’ with Sato looking at him. The flesh inside the metal was so limiting.  
 
    Rick arrived at his destination, a predicted series of rooms on the opposite side of the asteroid from the center where he and Sato were ambushed. Its existence was further highlighted by the squad of armed opSha he’d blundered into. They’d been coming from that direction. It also made sense for a location of their enemy’s forces. Sato and he would have blundered into it, ignoring all other reasonable directions, to have reached it.  
 
    He braked with leg thrusters, slowing. Ahead was a lightly armored door that he was falling toward at 20 meters per second. Rick put both arms down, aiming between his legs, and pumped the lasers to full power, firing the millisecond they came on target. Both arms effected a precise arc, 250-kilowats of laser energy slicing into the doors, leaving glowing trails, and sending molten metal globules flying away. His armored legs slammed into the door’s center, feet first, a split second after he finished the cuts.  
 
    The doors split in the center. Half folded back, the cut on that side not quite complete. The other half was propelled away from the impact, a red-hot scythe cutting into the room’s occupants. A handful of opSha who’d been gathering weapons and armor were cut down by the projectile, either killed outright or horribly burned, out of action. The other 50-odd occupants cried out in surprise and tried to fight back.  
 
    It was a bloodbath. In a confined space no more than 20 meters across, many of his enemies were within easy reach. Others were only a handful of meters away. Rick was mad enough to kill them all with his bare hands, but he needed to move, so he used maximum carnage. The lasers were already energized. He used them. Scores of stinging bullets and lasers glanced against his armored skin. All they did was tell him where to turn and shoot, which he often did without facing the attacker. They all died in moments.  
 
    The door into the next compartment opened as he ceased firing the lasers. Both arms seared from the heat, telling him the lasing chambers were severely overheated. His head came around for a better view as the doors opened. A squad of opSha were maneuvering a pair of heavy lasers into view.  
 
    He snatched one of the grenades from the mount on his waist. The data interface built into the palm of his hand programmed it instantly, and he flicked it backhanded toward the door. He jetted to the side as the first laser fired, slicing the air a full meter wide of him as the grenade smacked into the same laser’s metallic shield and stuck, just as he’d programmed it.  
 
    Rick hugged the chamber’s wall as the grenade detonated. A split second later, a secondary detonation went off. The already gore-choked room was flooded with a wave of torn and shattered alien bodies, blood, and metal fragments from the exploded laser. He immediately flew into the maelstrom. 
 
    Hunger gnawed at him, making the core of his being ache, and his head swim. He searched the dead and debris, finding a trio of laser carbines, as well as one of the powerpacks for the heavy laser. He grabbed the rifles, sliding the straps over one arm, then snatched the powerpack, removed the connections, and slapped it onto the power coupling on his thigh. Energy flowed, and he shuddered with pleasure. It was…intoxicating.  
 
    The powerpack wasn’t spent after his internal batteries reached 100%, so he left it there to act as a backup. On to the next room; his theoretical map suggested he was close to the opposite airlock.  
 
    The room where the heavy laser squad had been was completely ruined. Guts and shattered equipment were everywhere. The miniature K-bomb had wreaked extreme havoc. If anything was useful, he couldn’t see it. He flew to the next door and stopped short of opening it. He could see the lock wasn’t secured; all he had to do was push it open. His adversaries had had over 10 minutes to prepare for him. He hadn’t been subtle or quiet. This was likely the last room before the airlock. Good place for a last stand.  
 
    He removed two more grenades, programmed them, and pushed the weapons against the door. Clink! They stuck magnetically in place, and Rick pushed away. At the other end of the space, back by the charred remnants of the heavy laser, he stopped and grabbed the biggest portion of a body he could reach. He launched it across the room with a heave, anchoring himself with a laser mount strut.  
 
    The corpse—he thought it had been an opSha—slammed into the door, forcing it open. A wave of laser and ballistic weapons fire poured out. While Rick shielded himself inside the previous room, the slaughterhouse he’d wrought was further burned, sliced, and torn apart. When he was more or less certain the doors would have swung completely open, he remotely detonated the grenades.  
 
    The asteroid base shuddered from the twin blasts. Then, silence. He grunted and flew into the remnants of their last-ditch defenses. It was impossible to tell how many there had been, or even what races they were. Most appeared to be opSha, but he was relatively certain a few were elSha, and he saw one alien he’d never seen before. A sleek body with flexible skin between legs and hands, silky black and brown fur, and tiny black-on-black eyes. It vaguely reminded him of a terrestrial marsupial, the name escaped him. Whatever it was, it was dead, just like everything else in the space.  
 
    The strange alien had been just next to the lock, which stood open. Smoke billowed out of the airlock and into the asteroid, moving in that strange way smoke moved in zero gravity. It could be deadly for a living being, creating clouds of dead air or air contaminated with toxic fumes. Rick closed off his air inputs without conscious thought, ‘holding his breath.’ As he flew into the smoke, he knew subconsciously how long he had before he’d need to breathe—around 20 minutes—with the stored oxygen in his atmospheric processor.  
 
    His grenades had done a good job on the defenders as well as their ship. It looked like they’d been preparing to abandon the station in response to his brutal attack. The ship’s interior was aflame in multiple places. Pockets of fire moved along combustible materials like a living fungus, spitting chunks of flame, which would writhe and sometimes find a new source of fuel. Fire on a spaceship was deadly serious business, as he’d learned in damage control training with the Winged Hussars.  
 
    He reached the ship’s bridge. Extruding a data probe from his wrist, Rick plugged into the ship. There were fires in all the major compartments. Nobody was alive. He’d overdone it just a bit. “Dammit,” he cursed. The ship’s fusion powercore couldn’t shut down. The battery bank that was keeping its power electromagnetic buffers operating, containing the miniature star at its core, was going to explode at any minute. No containment meant runaway reaction, which was bad.  
 
    His connection to the computer found navigational data. The ship had been preparing to leave, then rendezvous with another location in orbit just 24,000 kilometers away. The derelict battleship. That must be the real base, Rick thought. Which means Sato has to be there. In the rear of the ship, the first battery, heated to over a thousand degrees, exploded. No time remained.  
 
    This ship was similar to the ship Sato had bought, down to a bridge with viewports into space. He didn’t have time to get back to the asteroid. Besides, there were no other ships. He moved quickly to the rear of the cockpit/bridge and found a trio of lifesaving balls, like the one Sato had given Dakkar. “This will do,” he said, taking them in the same arm that was holding the laser rifles, and returning to the front of the bridge. Another battery exploded.  
 
    “Time to go,” Rick said. Pointing his arm at the window and changing the frequency of his lasers, he made a slashing cut. He pulled himself into a ball as the cockpit glass, weakened by his laser beam, exploded outward, propelling him into space.  
 
    Another battery flashed and exploded, and this time the entire battery bank went with it. Fusion containment failed a second later. The little Insertion Cutter’s fusion core pulsed, released from the magnetic confinement of the buffers, and it consumed anything and everything for a handful of microseconds until there was a flare. Not quite a nuclear explosion, the energetic plasma expanded at the speed of light. The cutter exploded, and the shockwave shoved Rick away with a hundred Gs of acceleration.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato had run out of ideas. Restrained as he was, he’d let his brain run through every imaginable scenario, but none of them found a way out. He dearly wished for his pinplants back. Even the comms feature would allow him to call Rick, or even Dakkar. Fear was quickly overcoming logic and planning.  
 
    A slimy sensation sliding along his back would have made him jump if he’d had control of his body. It moved, and he screamed, but something covered his mouth. It was a big, graying mass of wet flesh and suction cups. Dakkar!  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked as the tentacle moved aside to let him breathe. The Wrogul pulsed light in reply. No matter how many years Sato had spent with Nemo, he’d never learned more than hello in the Wrogul language. He had absolutely zero idea what the young alien was saying. “My pinplants are out; I can’t understand you.”  
 
    He felt Dakkar’s tentacles move on his head, realizing what was going to happen a second too late to stop it. A pair of tentacles penetrated his skull, and Sato lost consciousness.  
 
    When he woke up, he was standing ankle deep in warm, lapping water. Luscious sunlight shone on his bare skin, making him realize he was naked. In one direction was a long expanse of seashore; up the beach in the other direction was a settlement of modern buildings. Nobody was in view.  
 
    “This is Azure!” he realized aloud. The incredibly deep blue water and pink skies were beautiful and made him sigh. His mind hinted at good memories.  
 
    “Yes, this is Azure.”  
 
    Sato followed the voice and saw an adult Wrogul floating in the air next to him. No visible means of support held the alien in the air, yet its tentacles waved about as if in a current.  
 
    “This is a dream,” he realized.  
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Nemo?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, I’m Nemo.” 
 
    “If this isn’t a dream, what is it?”  
 
    “A message to you, recorded before you left New Warsaw.”  
 
    “How did you record a message? Dakkar doesn’t have pinplants.”  
 
    “Wrogul don’t need pinplants to exchange memories, old friend. I recorded this when I created my bud to send with you.”  
 
    “Why did you record a video like this?”  
 
    “Because I suspected you were returning to those who sent you to Azure, and sending a bud was the best way to provide a clear, conclusive ending.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “I know. To understand, you must remember.”  
 
    The world broke apart as if reality were painted on glass, and fragments fell away, cascading and spinning as the universe became an endless void, until nothing remained.  
 
    It began to rain shimmering drops of memories. They hit Sato like bullets, tearing through him and lodging in his brain. The trickle became a downpour, which then became a deluge. In moments he was drowning on memories. Eventually, they began to congeal.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He’d just had his 19th birthday and was standing on the loading ramp of Sakura Maru, the summation of his family’s wealth liquidated into a single ship. His grandfather had chosen him as one of the 34 crewmembers, and he was so filled with pride, he feared his heart would burst. Before them, a hundred reporters called out questions and recorded the event in old-style digital and the newer alien Tri-V.  
 
    Out in the family area, Ichika, his girlfriend, waved to him and smiled. He broke discipline for just a moment and waved back. Her smile held a seemingly infinite measure of hope and promise.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The office had a distant view of the Imperial Palace and the starport construction project in the far distance. His partnership at the research consultancy they’d set up after Sakura Maru had returned had drawn customers from all over the planet. The Four Horsemen had sent inquiries. They had the ear of the Japanese government, and the future was set.  
 
    Ichika had graduated and become a doctor. The two worked long hours, but there was never any doubt they would make a family. Father already scowled slightly whenever children were brought up. He didn’t understand; they were just too busy. Soon enough, there would be time.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “She wants you, Sato.” 
 
    He looked at the American and scowled. When he hadn’t responded to the inquiry, they’d sent this man to convince him. Probably because he’d met the man at a symposium on Galactic Union technology last year.  
 
    “I know, but I have already been out in the galaxy. Two years.” 
 
    “That’s why she wants you.” 
 
    Sato looked down at the alien-made slate. It displayed the crew Dr. Adelaide Black had chosen. So far there were 97 doctors, scientists, and technical experts.  
 
    “You’re one of the few with a scientific background who’s been out there.”  
 
    “I was a kid,” Sato persisted.  
 
    “That was five years ago. Now you’re a credentialed scientist in your own right. Think about it, we’re going to circumnavigate the galaxy! She even named her ship Beagle!” 
 
    “A tad presumptuous, isn’t it?” Sato asked. “Even for an American?”  
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed. “But we’ll be writing the book on the Galactic Union. We all know there’s more than meets the eye; the GalNet has too many dead ends. We’ll see things no Human has ever seen, and for generations they’ll read our books.” Sato felt a smile creep across his face. “Ah hah, there it is.”  
 
    Sato made the smile disappear. “I will consider it. How long?”  
 
    “She thinks five years.” 
 
    Sato sighed and looked down again. “My wife…we want to have a child.”  
 
    “She extended the invitation to include Ichika.”  
 
    Sato’s head came back up in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Sato smiled fully this time, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He stood arm in arm with his wife as the shuttle loaded, all 119 crew and staff of Beagle, soon to boost to orbit. He shook his head as he waved to the reporters and gathered family. It was 2033, only 5 years since he’d returned aboard Sakura Maru, and he was going back out. In the end, it had been space that had called to him. He’d loved his first trip, and to take his wife along this time was a dream come true. Maybe they could have a child out in the stars? Adventure awaited. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato held the conduit as a technician welded. Beagle was moored next to the deep space station as Dr. Black negotiated for spares and stores. The damage done by the aliens, a race of tiger-like beings known as Pushtal, was extensive.  
 
    “Why did they attack?” the technician asked.  
 
    “I wasn’t on the bridge,” Sato admitted. He’d been asleep, actually. “Dr. Black thinks they were pirates.” 
 
    “Space pirates,” the tech said and laughed. He was American, like many of the ship’s technical staff. “I used to watch TV shows about stuff like that in the 90s!”  
 
    “You weren’t on the far side of the galaxy in the 90s.” 
 
    “That’s true. Hold it there while I tack-weld it in place.” A moment later. “That’s gotten it. Do you think the doctor will turn us for home?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Sato said. “Maybe? We’ve lost 22 of the crew since we left 18 months ago. But she isn’t the type to give up easily.” 
 
    His slate beeped. He wiped his hands and checked it. A message from Ichika. “Some good news?” 
 
    “Sure,” he replied.  
 
    “You are going to be a dad!”  
 
    The tech jumped when Sato whooped in joy.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Sato,” Dr. Black said and slapped a hand on the table. “You, too? That makes 11 going home.”  
 
    “Ichika is six months pregnant,” he reminded her. “That last landing we had resulted in a partially detached placenta.” 
 
    “She can stay on the ship,” she replied instantly. “Both of you.”  
 
    He could tell she didn’t like saying it. But it wasn’t enough. “I traded maintenance work on a Maki freetrader for a ride. We’ll be home in a month, well before the baby is born. If everything goes well, after the baby comes, I’ll be back here before you know it.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, looking up at him. “I’m going to miss you.”  
 
    “Same,” he said. “Regardless, I’ll see you when you get back to Earth.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Just let us go,” Sato begged. “We’re not part of the crew.” 
 
    “You work for them,” the Aposo snarled and spat. He’d thought they were Veetanho when they’d boarded. The Maki captain hadn’t mentioned he’d gotten on the Aposo’s bad side when he’d cut through their space on the way to Earth. The freetrader had surrendered almost immediately. The 11 former members of Beagle were all floating in the freetrader’s lounge as the heavily armed Aposo ransacked the ship.  
 
    “I’m working for passage,” Sato explained.  
 
    “We’re scientists,” Terry Pratt said, his eyes wide in fear. “We just want to go home.”  
 
    “We’ve heard of Humans,” the alien said, glancing at his cohorts. “You are taking all kinds of merc jobs. Sucking up the good credits.”  
 
    “We’re not mercs,” someone else said; Sato didn’t see who.  
 
    “I’m scared,” Ichika whispered in his ear.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said back. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “We have some credits,” Lisa Tull said. She was going home with them because her husband, a geneticist, had caught a strange alien bug and died. The trip had lost its luster after that. “You can have them if you just let us go.” It was entirely the wrong thing to say.  
 
    “Credits?” the Aposo leader roared. “You think we are pirates? Filthy Pushtal, who cheat and steal for a living?”  
 
    “No!” the woman cried out in surprise.  
 
    “This is a matter of honor,” the alien said. “You insult us, one of you dies.” 
 
    Many of them screamed and begged. The aliens were unmoved. In their nearly two years on this mission, Sato had seen how cheaply many races valued life. The Aposo valued it very little. Between a short lifespan and a bloodthirsty demeanor, they were among the worst of the so-called merc races.  
 
    “You Humans pick who dies,” the Aposo said.  
 
    Sato felt his blood run cold. Ichika was putting on a brave face, but he felt her shaking as she held him. None of their group were fighters in any way. Scientists and doctors didn’t tend toward violence or bravery. He realized if he left it up to them, there was no telling who would get picked, and he couldn’t take a chance.  
 
    “Me,” he said, feeling his resolve solidify.  
 
    “No!” Ichika cried and pulled at him. In zero gravity, it was easy enough to hold her off.  
 
    “Yes, me,” he said again. None of the others said anything; they wouldn’t meet his gaze. That confirmed his decision. Ichika would be safe.  
 
    “Huh,” the Aposo said. “You are protecting your mate?” He pointed a finger at Ichika, his rat-like whiskers twitching.  
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “You have your choice, do it.”  
 
    “Certainly,” the Aposo said, and shot Ichika through the chest.  
 
    He screamed and held her as she bled; he was unable to stop the bleeding. The blood flowed out into little floating constellations of horror, and he cried out her name over and over. Her eyes went blank, and she died in his arms. The Aposo laughed as they left.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The starport was a backwater affair. The small group of Humans mainly survived off Sato’s technological prowess. He’d learned a lot about alien technology, and his brain never stopped absorbing new knowledge. He didn’t know why he went on living. The others were constantly trying to find a way home, making money wherever they could. One by one they’d disappeared, dead or gone, and Sato didn’t care. His love had died in orbit over this world, and here he would die, as well.  
 
    Two days ago, a starship had half landed, half crashed. Its reactor was failing. It should never have been allowed to land, but the place was a real shithole, so it had happened anyway. As it sat there slowly going critical, the starport’s denizens had fled for their lives.  
 
    Sato had calmly walked aboard the ship and stabilized the reactor. The captain had given him a thousand credits, which he numbly pocketed, and went back to his dump of a shop. When a pair of his fellow surviving Humans heard about the money, he gave it to them. When they left, he thought he might be the last. It didn’t matter.  
 
    “Are you the one who stopped that starship from exploding?”  
 
    Sato looked at the new arrival in his ramshackle repair shop/apartment. “Yeah,” he said. The speaker was an alien he’d never seen. It looked a lot like a howler monkey.  
 
    “You are Human, right?” the alien asked. Sato nodded. It looked around his shop, and Sato went back to fixing the little autochef someone had brought in. Figuring out tech was one of the few things he still found pleasure in. “Why did you do it?”  
 
    “Huh?” he asked and looked up. 
 
    “Why did you walk into a fusion bomb to fix it instead of fleeing like everyone else?”  
 
    “I wanted to see the reactor. It was a model I’d never examined.” 
 
    “You risk your life to look at a reactor?” Sato shrugged, and the alien laughed. “Why are you here, Human, so far from home?”  
 
    “Why do you care?”  
 
    “I’m curious about your race. It is my job.”  
 
    Sato put his tools down and told him, why he’d been out in the galaxy, why he’d been heading home, and how Ichika had died. “There’s nothing left for me on Earth.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you kill yourself?” 
 
    The question was more straightforward than he’d been prepared for. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Cowardice, I guess.” Suicide was common in his society. Death didn’t scare him. Yet here he was.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” the alien said. “You still find pleasure in technology, it would seem.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Sato admitted. “But that might be all.”  
 
    “It was Aposo who did it, right? Killed your mate?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said icily. “What do you want?”  
 
    “The Aposo have been researching a new weapon. They have developed a fascinating particle beam system that shows great promise. Would you be interested in seeing it? I could arrange to get you into their labs.”  
 
    “Aposo labs? Only if I could kill them, too.”  
 
    The alien smiled. “That can be arranged as well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato walked out of the labs calmly and hailed a flyer. A minute later, as it flew toward the starport, a massive detonation went off in his wake. The robotic cab rocked, and alarms sounded. He’d cut it close. Too close. Behind him, nine city blocks were devastated. The blast had been more than was strictly necessary, but he’d found sabotaging the fusion reactor in the basement much easier than simply setting charges. Everyone in the buildings was Aposo, anyway.  
 
    When he sat down in the little pub with a view overlooking the starship landing field, the alien who’d set it all up joined him a minute later.  
 
    “Kinda got carried away, didn’t you?” it asked. In the months since he’d met him in the shop several systems away, Sato had learned he was an opSha.  
 
    “The entire lab complex was involved in the research,” Sato said. “You told me to shut it all down.” 
 
    “You get the data?” Sato slid the little case across to him. The alien made it disappear.  
 
    Sato held up his hand with the gossamer web-like glove called a slicer. “This went right through their perimeter encryption like it wasn’t there.” The alien held out a hand, and he reluctantly gave the device back. In exchange, the opSha slid a one-million-credit chit over to him. He looked at the money dispassionately, then pocketed it with a shrug. 
 
    “Anything else I can do?”  
 
    “You know you probably killed a thousand or more?”  
 
    “Aposo, no major loss.”  
 
    The opSha gave a little grunt. “Congrats, you passed the test.”  
 
    “What kind of test?” 
 
    “The recruitment kind. You want more work like this?”  
 
    “What’s in it for me?”  
 
    “You can help keep the galaxy from burning itself to pieces.” 
 
    Sato snorted and gave him a sideways look. “The galaxy can take care of itself.” 
 
    “How about more credits?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do with the ones you just gave me.” 
 
    “Okay, how about technology?”  
 
    Sato’s eyebrows went up slightly. “What kind of tech?”  
 
    “Like you’ve never dreamed of.” 
 
    “Does it involve killing more Aposo?”  
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “Okay, sure, why not.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Science Guild.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The robotic doctor finished installing the computers in his brain. They called it Mesh, which was a strange name. It had taken a week of surgeries, all painless, luckily. At least until they started calibrating them—then he went through something he could only call torture. He felt every sensation, from agony to orgasm, all so the tiny implants could map his brain and fully integrate with all of his biological functions.  
 
    “You are the first Human to undergo this process,” his handler, Skoowa, explained. “And you are the first Human to be recruited into the Science Guild.” 
 
    Sato was proud, to some degree. The work, the study, the conditioning his body was undergoing via nanite treatment, the Meshes, all of it to make him an agent of the Science Guild. It kept him from thinking about his life, and that was fine. Still, he wondered, science secret agents? Wasn’t that kind of odd?  
 
    Skoowa was his supervisor, or Jōshi, as he called it. He was going to be a Himitsu, an investigator. At the installation were lots of science researchers, Hajimeru. Giving everything Japanese names was a habit dating back to Sakura Maru. He didn’t think there was any reason to stop.  
 
    “Sato,” Skoowa called.  
 
    “Yes, Jōshi-san?” 
 
    “You’ve got a mission.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How did it go?” Skoowa asked.  
 
    “Had to destroy their ship to extract.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate. Ready for the next mission?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato watched the two ships exchange missile fire as his escape pod spun away. A small smile crossed his face. He so rarely got a chance to kick the Aposo in the teeth. It made the job all the more worth doing.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They suspected,” Sato said.  
 
    “What did you do?” Skoowa asked.  
 
    “I deployed an Enigma box. I didn’t know their entire planet’s computer network was dynamically linked.” Sato frowned. He recalled the site of the antimatter explosion from orbit. The planet would be uninhabitable.  
 
    “It’s their fault for experimenting with antimatter,” Skoowa said.  
 
    “I think I just killed the entire Altok race.”  
 
    “There has to be a price for reaching outside their bounds.” 
 
    “Genocide?” Sato asked.  
 
    Skoowa shrugged. Sato looked away. “Word of your work has reached the Saisho.”  
 
    Sato looked back up. That was the name he’d been given for the leader of the Science Guild. The first, the beginning. It made sense to him. Like any other Human word assigned the first time to a translator, it was then used automatically going forward. “Me? I’m only a Himitsu.”  
 
    “You are to be a Kahra’ak,” Skoowa said.  
 
    “What are they?”  
 
    “You will teach those who go too far the limits of technology, and the price for exceeding those limits.” 
 
    “Kantoku-sha,” Sato said. “Kahra’ak will be Kantoku-sha.” Kantoku meant warden. Proctor was good, too.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato struggled within the Mesh-induced torture. He knew it wasn’t real, but that didn’t make it feel any less. He had to work the complex mathematical problem, despite feeling like his legs were on fire. He screamed and lost the process. 
 
    <Get control of yourself!> 
 
    “I’m trying, Saisho!” he cried as he flayed about for something to grab.  
 
    <Fear is your worst enemy, Human. Master it!> 
 
    “I-I can’t,” he sobbed. Inconceivable agony lashed his brain. An eternity later, he felt tiny clawed hands moving him, and the cool steel of a stanchion pressed into his hand. Tiny glowing eyes regarded him. “Thank…you,” he gasped.  
 
    “You can do this, Human,” the Jōshi said.  
 
    He nodded, missing Skoowa yet again. This new Jōshi was Flatar, as many of the proctor trainers were. “I am ready to try again, Saisho!” 
 
    “Very well.” He was thrown into the spinning dark abyss once more, and pain lashed at him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He received his proctor clearance by a code installed within his Mesh. The last step had been the modified nanite treatments that would slow the aging process by several orders of magnitude. He’d thought of it as the Lazarus nanites. They didn’t know how long it would make a Human live. As long as there were enough nanites remaining in his body to counteract the effects of replicative fading within his cells and cure cancer, who knew? It was all to help do the job. Years of combat training and mastering the many tools of the Science Guild proctors were now behind him. It was time to do his job. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once he’d established a base of operation back on Earth, he set up several caches. One was, ironically, aboard Sakura Maru. The old family ship was grounded at the edge of the starport. It had suffered catastrophic computer failure and was unrepairable for any reasonable fee. The family hadn’t scrapped it yet. There was talk of preserving the ship. It would do as a stash. His codes still worked, so he locked backup gear in the computer section and took the key. 
 
    Later, while running down leads, he established another cache in the United States, near their new starport at Houston. A drop box was sufficient while he developed a credible cover.  
 
    Before long, he gained entry as a low-level computer code writer at the California office of Binnig. It wouldn’t take long to do some serious damage to their powered armor program. He considered seeing family, or something. The thought of going off mission set off some of his conditioning, and his Mesh punished him. He continued with the job. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He finished destroying the storage devices and made sure all the HecSha were dead. There was a record of another researcher, a prisoner. Human. That was interesting. But the Human had been freed some time ago by other Human mercs. He considered the risks that the Human had done any significant part of the research and considered it minimal. The HecSha hadn’t yet tried to sell or share their version of the Lazarus nanites.  
 
    This version was crude by comparison. It would require maintenance update shots every 5-10 years to really be effective. In the files he’d stolen, he saw that the original research had been commissioned by an obscure race suffering from a short lifespan. Likely a remnant of Kahraman genetic programming. The Lazarus treatment would have made a major difference to that race, and countless other short-lived ones. His Mesh gave him a jolt. Back to work. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Backtracking the HecSha’s work to its sources hadn’t been easy. It had led him back to Earth again, proving the benefit of setting up multiple caches. The Saisho had approved of his forward thinking. It had said that was why he’d been trained as a proctor. He would do much good for the Guild.  
 
    This mission had taken more than 5 years before he’d finally infiltrated the shadowy organization known as Section 51. It was the first time he’d had to utilize his long inactive real identity. A made-up personality would never have sufficed. Section 51 had apparently sat astride the Earth governments for more than a century. The level of technological sophistication was equaled only by his Science Guild. And to think, he’d never known they were there! 
 
    Once inside, the scientist formerly lost on Dr. Adelaide Black’s scientific mission of discovery was worked into the Section 51 organization. They were just as secretive as the guild. They liked having a ‘dead’ scientist working for them. He liked it that they didn’t have enough offworld operatives to know what he really was, because his visage would be found in many suspicious incidents of sabotage, espionage, and mayhem.  
 
    To facilitate his advancing level of trust and access, he planned to take one of the organization’s operators as a lover. Adrianne McKenzie was a lovely woman. The problem was the pangs of guilt when he went to consummate the act. The ghost of Ichika and their unborn child haunted him. Adrianne recognized the reluctance, understood, and never pressured him. That didn’t make his job any easier.  
 
    Finally he got in deep enough to gain access to their whole information network. His orders were to destroy them utterly. He decided it was impossible, and instead compromised their main data storage, sabotaging as much as possible before fleeing. His mission was a success, yet he still felt guilt and some doubt. His Mesh punished him for indecision, and he returned to his duty. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was the most important mission he’d ever been given. They’d sent him because, once again, it involved Humans. Far too often, Humans were involved in dangerous research. That was, of course, why he’d been recruited. Sato understood that his people needed to be restrained, just like every other race. But in the depths of his psyche, he felt a little thrill of fear. What would the Saisho do if humanity crossed one too many lines? The memory of the Altok haunted him still. Had it really been an accident?  
 
    Penetrating Azure had been easy. The Humans there were friendly, open, inviting. The planet was a paradise compared to many in the galaxy. Warm beaches and water. He’d been sent to investigate what the Humans were doing with the race known as Wrogul. The species had been unknown until recently.  
 
    <Investigate. Obtain genetic samples. Correlate against known Great War–era races missing and thought lost. Evaluate research, determine risk, respond accordingly.> 
 
    The orders were plain and straightforward. He used his considerable scientific knowledge to get a position as a researcher and stashed an Enigma box in the village against future need. It was only a matter of a week before he got his chance, and he used his slicer to crack open their database and copy everything.  
 
    The genetic information he fed into his Mesh to be compared against all known racial genetic profiles in the galaxy. As he was leaving the lab, he jerked and almost fell.  
 
    <Abort all other mission objectives,> was the order, triggered by his Mesh based on the data he’d just gotten. <Use Enigma, then Extract. All necessary means are authorized. Report to Occul immediately after extraction.> 
 
    Sato looked around in confusion. What could possibly have been found here to warrant such a mission abort? He’d seen no signs of any weapons research, or anything else dangerous or forbidden. He jerked as his Mesh applied a reminder. <Do your duty, Proctor!> He moved. 
 
    The genetics lab was on the water’s edge, as the Wrogul often participated in the work. When he left, he hadn’t bothered looking. It was late, after all, nobody would notice. He came up short when he saw a Wrogul slithering out of the water at his feet. “Oh!” he said in surprise.  
 
    “Hello, Sato,” the Wrogul flashed.  
 
    “Uhm, Nemo?” Sato asked. They could be told apart, with practice.  
 
    “Yes, very good. What is wrong, you seem agitated?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Sato said, calming his breathing and trying to look casual. “Just running a late-night sequencing.” He grunted as his Mesh gave him a jolt.  
 
    “I did not know you had been assigned to the genetics team. Aren’t you a computer expert?” 
 
    “I have more than a few specialties,” he said, knowing it sounded lame and not caring. “Excuse me, I have to go.” He stepped over the Wrogul, intent on hurrying down the walkway to the beach. He never made it. Something wet touched his foot, and a form of paralysis made his leg go limp. “Gah!” he yelled and fell. He tried to catch himself, and did, badly. Falling sideways, he plunged into the water. 
 
    When he came up spluttering, 20 kilograms of Wrogul landed on his head, shoving him underwater.  
 
    “Your story is not convincing,” Nemo flashed.  
 
    Sato went into combat mode. His Mesh linked his muscles with thousands of hours of training in every form of martial arts that could be adapted for Human use, and it was all for nothing. Sato barely got a hand on one of the Wrogul’s limbs before he felt a searing sensation at the base of his neck, and he lost all control of his body. The Wrogul was using its flesh-penetrating tentacles to enter his body.  
 
    <Self terminate!> The contingency was in his Mesh, and he wasn’t even aware it had been there. Sato responded to the training and initiated his own death before he even realized what he was doing. As the Mesh began to cook his brains, he heard a voice.  
 
    “You were once a good being. This is not the way.” The blackness embraced him.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being blown from the bridge by explosive decompression gave Rick 11 meters-per-second velocity all by itself. Firing the jets in the rapidly venting atmosphere doubled it. He was 70 meters away from the ship when its powerplant exploded, taking the vessel with it.  
 
    He curled into a ball as the shockwave slammed into him and imparted even more velocity. The impact stunned him momentarily. He read some rads and was glad the exploding ship’s hull was between himself and the powerplant. He raced away from the asteroid at 77 meters per second. Nice kick, he thought. He was busily running the numbers of his velocity, vector, and destination when the asteroid disappeared in nuclear fire.  
 
    Rick had zero clue what had just happened. Fusion plants didn’t explode in a nuclear blast. They could produce a pretty big boom, but not a full-blown nuclear detonation like he now saw. He could also see that the blast seemed to originate from the asteroid, and it was in the multi-megaton range.  
 
    Luckily this second, much larger blast was also much cleaner. All he could think of was a demolition or self-destruct charge. He was even more glad he’d gotten the fuck out when he had. He was 2.5 kilometers away from the ship when the asteroid exploded. Had it occurred in a planet’s atmosphere, he would have been vaporized. In space, he was outside most of the blast’s effects. He added some more rads to his growing total.  
 
    “Okay,” he said to the void. “No going back to the asteroid, and nobody behind me.” He reoriented himself with puffs from his suit’s cold gas thrusters. They gave him minimal movement in space to work around a ship. Out in the full black, he couldn’t manage more than a few meters per second.  
 
    Rick returned to analyzing his flightpath. He had the memorized data on their location from the bridge of Vestoon, as well as the locations of the now defunct asteroid, and the likely fake battleship salvage. He used his pinplants to run calculations, inputting the best estimate of his own location, direction of travel, and velocity.  
 
    His escape from the ship had been a spur of the moment decision to avoid being blown up when the reactor went. He’d been afraid the results of that departure had put him on an irreconcilable trajectory. “Not as bad as I thought,” he said as he finished his calculations. Not only was he going in the right direction, but he was also on a rough intercept course. The hulk of the battleship was approaching its closest point to the former asteroid, cutting down the distance he needed to travel.  
 
    “This is going to be tricky,” he said, shaking his head as he thought about how easily he’d fallen into talking to himself. There were a few factors he needed to deal with. The first, and most urgent, was the course. Right behind it was breathing.  
 
    His new merger with the suit had made it difficult to distinguish between his biological lungs and the suit’s atmospheric processors. They both served a similar purpose, allowing him to breathe. The processors stored the basic elements his cells needed to work. His lungs didn’t store them, they merely extracted them. He’d been holding his breath for 10 minutes and had another 10 left. It was going to be tight, especially if he couldn’t find some air.  
 
    Rick secured the two laser rifles he’d borrowed from the opSha, magnetically locking them to his back while keeping them clear of his jets. They’d be needed if he was to have any chance of success.  
 
    His sensors were woefully inadequate for use in space. The destination was too far to see as more than a dot two pixels across. His velocity relative to the now-destroyed asteroid base was 101 meters per second. His best estimate put the battleship at 52 kilometers. His remaining oxygen, factored with current velocity, gave him a range of 60 kilometers.  
 
    “Math works,” he mumbled. “Now I just need to get there, slow enough to survive impact, and find air in the remaining 90 seconds I’ll have.”  
 
    First things first. He removed one of the two rescue bulbs he’d grabbed. Quickly taking it apart, he harvested the air tank. It held enough oxygen under pressure to allow someone to survive 24 hours. Using precious air in his thrusters to turn around, back toward the distant battleship, he ran the calculations again. “I need 29 meters per second to get on course.” At least, that was what his pinplants said. “Damn, I really wish I’d paid more attention to astrogation with Jim in school,” he said as he detached the tank from the bubble.  
 
    The longer he waited, the more the numbers could be off. He sighed, fine-tuned his position, put the pressure vessel against his solar plexus, and turned the valve. The results weren’t as he’d hoped. The air exited in an anemic spray almost invisible to his sensors. He cranked the valve all the way open, without change.  
 
    Rick lifted it closer to his suit’s main sensors, where his eyes would be if the helmet was open. The tank had a miniature regulator, probably to keep the user from inadvertently doing exactly what he was trying to do. “Dammit!” He tried to figure out how to remove the regulator, but quickly gave up. The longer he delayed, the more the range and speed became a problem.  
 
    “Always playing it by ear.” He grabbed the regulator, and, using his considerable strength, snapped it off. The pressure surprised him. He should have realized, since it was rated to 500 bar. That was a fuckton of pressure in a little cylinder, and a good amount of compressed air. His trajectory changed, fast.  
 
    Rick did the best he could, more of a wild-assed guess than an estimate. Since he no longer had a way of precisely estimating the time needed, he shoved the bottle away when his guess was close enough. It spun away wildly, almost hitting him as it effected a crazy flightpath before flying off into the black.  
 
    He stabilized his flight (more oxygen) and then instantly regretted getting rid of the oxygen cylinder. Rick doubted he’d used half its capacity, and would have been nice to put the rest into his armor. Too late to worry about that. He spent another minute of air waiting for the navigational data to update to the best of its ability. He was pleasantly surprised by the results, mostly. 
 
    He was on course, plus-minus point-one degree. With 31 kilometers to go it meant a deviation of up a kilometer. A pretty big range. It was all he had to work with. The other datum was his speed was increased to 122 meters per second from the maneuver. We would arrive in a little over four minutes. We was coming in at just under 440 kph. Wheeee! 
 
    Rick would have taken a deep breath and tried to enjoy the view, except he wasn’t breathing with his lungs. The view, however, was beautiful. He was directly over the green equatorial band. He could see now that it was composed of every conceivable variation of green, with tiny golden strips mixed in. Then as his time was running low, he noticed a perfectly shaped black spot far below, roughly in the center of the green band. The little golden strips seemed to be coming from it, or formed by passing it.  
 
    Then he was down to a minute and should be within the suit’s minimal radar range of seven kilometers. It wasn’t there. He fought down a jolt of panic. He wouldn’t burn up in the gas giant’s deep, dense atmosphere if he missed. The truth was, he would asphyxiate long before he burned up. He considered simply opening his helmet.  
 
    The radar pinged a large target at 7 kilometers, but it was also two kilometers to one side. He instantly rotated and brought the other tank into position. This time he left the regulator alone and just let it exhaust as fast as it could. With a radar fix, he couldn’t monitor both velocity and course much more precisely. The course slowly changed, and velocity slowly fell.  
 
    After 30 seconds, he was almost dead center on the supposed battleship, but still going 108 meters per second, and only 2,800 meters from touchdown. He ran the numbers. The bottle was scrubbing, and he reached for the regulator. Now 2,700; 2,600; 2,500; his destination was coming at him pretty damned fast. The bottle was only giving him a 1-2 meter per second decrease in velocity.  
 
    Down to 20 seconds, 15 seconds, 10 seconds! Velocity 63 meters per second. Rip the regulator off and eat the coming ship’s wall face on at whatever the tank could do, or take the hit backward. He snarled as he spun around and curled into a ball.  
 
    “This is going to fucking suck,” he said and hit the battleship hulk at 225 kilometers per hour.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato gasped and opened his eyes, breathing hard and reeling from the recall. How long had he been floating in this room? Had it been 10 years, or 100? How long to remember a lifetime? His logical mind told him it could only have been hours at most, or he would have at least soiled himself.  
 
    “How long?” he said through dry lips.  
 
    “An hour,” Dakkar responded, still in direct contact with his brain.  
 
    Sato sobbed quietly. “I killed, I murdered, I destroyed. My God, what had I become?”  
 
    “A tool,” Dakkar said. “A weapon.” 
 
    “End it,” Sato said. “Like Nemo should have back on Azure.”  
 
    “He didn’t then, and I won’t now.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Because what you were is not what you are.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “When Nemo caught you trying to escape after stealing the genetic information on Azure, he examined your mind and saw the proctor, a weapon of the Science Guild.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sato said.  
 
    “He also saw Taiki Sato, a man who’d been damaged beyond repair.” 
 
    “Stop,” Sato said.  
 
    “In your depths of despair, you were vulnerable to the desire for revenge. The Science Guild recruiters used that as a tool to first recruit, then shape you. The Mesh they used was far more than just pinplants; you may not have ever realized.” 
 
    “What does it matter?”  
 
    “It matters immensely.” Dakkar forced images into his mind, details of the pinplants. It was what Sato thought he’d invented. “This is the Mesh that was installed in your brain. Unlike pinplants, it uses nano-connections to every part of your brain, including your medulla oblongata. Using this level of integration requires an AI to install, monitor, and ultimately control you.” 
 
    “Are you saying there was an AI in those implants?”  
 
    “I am saying that at one point, there had to be. Possibly it was installed and removed at different times; it is impossible to say. Nemo was certain some degree of AI was controlling your actions on Azure, and that is why he disabled you in that way, and why he lied to the Humans there and said he’d found you drowned.” 
 
    “But Nemo allowed me to have him reinstall the Mesh?”  
 
    “It was never gone,” Dakkar said. “Due to the nature of the nano-connections, Dr. Ramirez was unable to detect them with the medical technology at his disposal. What Nemo did was reconnect the Mesh’s power supply. He had made sure the Mesh was wiped of all artificial control. He integrated with it, read all the data in your mind, and then stored the essence and memories of you before wiping it clean. The implants remained; the monster was gone.  
 
    “Are you not now different? Do you wish to run back to the Science Guild and report? This is a guild facility, after all. The bits and pieces Nemo put back in would lead you here. All you have to do is yell to the Peacekeeper.”  
 
    Sato thought. Yes, it was all there. His mind had all manner of command codes and details of the guild’s operations. He could activate the Peacekeeper with a word, free himself from the paralysis, and kill Dakkar. Report on his long-abandoned mission.  
 
    No. Why would he do that? The Wrogul had offered him nothing but compassion, all the way back to Nemo sparing a spy who had unknown, though obviously nefarious, intentions. He would never do that. Not now, anyway.  
 
    “I see what you mean,” Sato said. He felt the disturbing sensation of Dakkar’s tentacles withdrawing from his brain. He had complete control of his body back. He turned his head to look at the Wrogul floating just behind his head. “You maintained the connection while I worked through it all, at the end.”  
 
    “Yes, I did. We trust you, but we’re not fools. Nemo could have been wrong; we wouldn’t know until now.”  
 
    Sato smiled. “You Wrogul are amazingly Japanese in your manners.” Dakkar pulsed dispassionately, the equivalent of a Human shrug. He felt his memories roaming back over his father and how the man would listen to his son talk about some newly discovered alien technology while quietly smoking a pipe and nodding. My father smoked, he thought. He hadn’t seen anyone smoking in a very long time.  
 
    “What now?”  
 
    “That is up to you,” Dakkar said. “My mission is done.” 
 
    “Mission?” Sato asked.  
 
    “Following you here, letting you run down the mystery.” 
 
    “Wait, you said all my memories were stored by Nemo, and now you.”  
 
    “They were,” Dakkar said. “But I can’t read them. They are not my memories. Can you watch a story stored on a datachip?” 
 
    “By putting it in a reader, yes.” 
 
    “You are the reader. Your memories are yours, and only you can decode them. Brains are unique in every species, which is why pinplants are complex. I can see your memories as you remember them, but not without your brain to interpret. The Mesh in your brain is even more complex. You cannot possibly use a tenth of its capacity.” 
 
    “Without an AI,” Sato said. Dakkar flashed a Wrogul nod. “What are you doing next?”  
 
    “I need to return to Azure and tell them about the Science Guild’s interest. Something disturbing is going on. Perhaps Todd or Dr. Wells can make sense out of this. I/We have been gone too long to know. And you? Have you decided?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sato said. He looked at quiet robot. “Peacekeeper, accept command!” 
 
    “Authorization?”  
 
    “Proctor—Alpha, Omicron, Zeta, two, two, four.”  
 
    “Basic Command Functions Only.” 
 
    “I can’t make it go away,” he said. “I know my personal code won’t work anymore, but I can do this. Peacekeeper, enter standby.”  
 
    “Standing By.” 
 
    “It won’t let me leave, but I can do whatever I want until I violate containment. You can go, Dakkar. If you got in here, you’ll be able to leave.” He pointed at the chamber door. “Take Vestoon and go. Maybe Rick survived; take him with you. Tell him thank you.” 
 
    “As you wish. Good luck, friend.” 
 
    Sato looked at him. “You definitely aren’t Nemo.” 
 
    “I have…learned more. Watching you relive your life has made me realize there is much to understand about Humans. I look forward to returning to Azure.” 
 
    “Safe journey,” Sato said.  
 
    “And you.” With a Phffft! of expelled air, Dakkar flew out the door. He was still a Wrogul. He had no thought or concern for Sato, likely realizing his friend had no intention of leaving. Which he didn’t. This was where it all ended. He floated off the table to his confiscated gear. Time to get to work.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terminal velocity of a Human falling through Earth’s lower atmosphere is around 90 meters per second, or 320 kph. A skydiver in a controlled fall maintained a velocity of around 54 meters per second, or 195 kph, by assuming a position with the most drag possible. Either speed was largely considered fatal on impact, hence the ‘terminal’ part.  
 
    The Æsir armor, for lack of a better term, was a beast. With a good deal of the Human component’s organs removed or modified, the true weak link was the brain. Rick didn’t know it, but that, too, had been modified. The brain could take impressive G forces without permanent damage. Injury most often resulted from sudden jolts causing the brain to smash against the side of the skull. In extreme cases, even when the skull wasn’t broken, these impacts could tear the brain tissue, which was never a good thing.  
 
    In order to further improve the Æsir’s survival, the cerebrospinal fluid had been modified. Both the ependymal cells and the arachnoid granulations were altered to facilitate this change. The result was cerebrospinal fluid with vastly improved shock absorbing capabilities, while only sacrificing some disease resistance, which was supplemented with onboard nanites.  
 
    Rick crashed into an old section of hull plating, partly deformed by micrometeor impacts and ancient weapons fire. It gave with the impact, yielding exactly 12 centimeters, and the armor automatically arced with the impact, giving some help. The result was 1,650 Gs of deceleration.  
 
    He blacked out from the impact. His brain was damaged; a massive bruise began to form. The Æsir damage nanites responded immediately. Within seconds, the hemorrhage causing the bruising was closed, blood vessels were repaired, and the swelling stopped. The nanites completed their job by breaking down the hemorrhagic blood and using it for fuel. The pain, however, would persist. 
 
    “Ouch,” Rick said as he came around. He examined the sizeable dent he’d made in the deck armor and assessed his armor’s condition. Some trimming of joint adjustments and repairs would be necessary. However, once all was said and done, he was in surprisingly good shape, although the headache was of supernova proportions.  
 
    He knew he wasn’t dying. His brain was hurt, and the damage had been mitigated. He really missed the pinplant control of such autonomic processes, mostly because he couldn’t figure out how to give himself some drugs. In the end, he popped open a diagnostic cover on his left forearm and did it manually. As the drug entered his bloodstream, he felt the function of it. Nodding, he knew he could do it without the switch next time.  
 
    He suddenly felt like he was drowning. His air reserve was gone. He’d been blacked out for almost a minute; time was up. Rick grabbed the air tank, which he’d spared, hooked it to an auxiliary line in his thigh, and cracked open the feed. Luscious oxygen flowed in, and he sighed, ‘breathing’ in the air while realizing his lungs weren’t doing anything—the oxygen was entering his system through the nano-filters installed in the same arteries that served his lungs.  
 
    Magnetizing his feet, he ‘stood’ on the wrecked battleship surface. “Tranquility base here. The Eagle has landed.” He looked at the tiny gauge on the air tank. It was two thirds empty. “Thanks, little buddy,” he said. “But now I need to find out if I wasted my time.” 
 
    He rerouted a precious amount of the air tank to his nearly depleted cold gas thrusters, which would allow him some maneuvering. He detached from the deck and floated up, using tiny, precise bursts of gas to control his flight. When he was 500 meters from the hull, he had a much better view. In the medium distance he spotted the rear section of their ship.  
 
    “Yes!” he cheered. A notice told him the oxygen bottle was depleted. He detached it and tossed the empty cylinder away. The battery he’d liberated from the opSha laser was depleted as well. It joined the cylinder. Finally, one of the two laser rifles had been crushed in the impact. It too joined the small constellation of flotsam he’d added to the battleship’s hulk.  
 
    Now he had a choice. Go to their ship, where he knew he could get aboard, though it was the one place he knew Sato wouldn’t be, or find another entry point and search from there. If he could find a dataport inside, he could use his hacking ability to break into whatever computers this base might have. He had about 10 minutes of oxygen remaining. He went for a compromise; look for another way in until his oxygen got low, then head for Vestoon.  
 
    He spent a second with his pinplants trying to identify the battleship remnant. It appeared to be a good portion of a ship’s superstructure. He had extensive files from the Winged Hussars, thanks to Sato. However, it had either been so severely damaged or was actually an amalgam of several ships. Whatever the reason, his records weren’t any help.  
 
    He used a combination of his cold gas thrusters and magnetic grapples to scoot along the length of the hull, searching. He never moved far enough from their ship to lose sight of it. After only a minute, he spotted the first of what they’d thought were people salvaging. They turned out to be nothing more than extremely simple bots that flew around, occasionally sending flashes of actinic light to simulate cutting or welding.  
 
    Who are these people? Who would waste the effort of continuing the masquerade even after the dance was done? Sato always seemed to have answers. He wished the man was there to help. He made a promise to himself. I’ll find you, Sato. I owe you that much. 
 
    He was approaching the five-minute mark, and he glanced at their ship. Rick decided to give it one more minute. Seconds later, he found a hatch. Burning more oxygen than was safe, he flew to it quickly and clunked into the scarred metal just to the side.  
 
    There was no power to the lock, and that gave him pause. He was down to three minutes of oxygen. If this was just an airlock on a piece of junk with no interior atmosphere… He examined the mechanism and found the manual hatch. As he’d learned as a new marine, all airlocks had manual mechanisms. They were a weakness on a starship, but a necessary one. It could be your crew stuck outside in a power failure, after all.  
 
    He opened the hatch, grabbed the handle, and yanked. The airlock door retracted on springs. He moved inside and found an interior door, though there was no power on that panel, either. That forced him to turn back to the inside panel of the exterior door. The manual panel there had a pump handle. Spring assists were only for opening to aid entry. You were seldom in a desperate hurry to exit an airlock.  
 
    He pumped the door closed and felt it lock through the metal wall, then turned back to the interior door. This was the acid test. Opening the manual panel revealed a low-tech simple glass tube. It was filled with liquid and connected to the wall on the other side of the interior lock door. The use was simple. If you could see liquid, there was pressure. If it was clear, there was vacuum. He saw liquid.  
 
    Once again, he had under a minute as he turned the spill valve, dumping atmosphere into the closed lock. It only took five seconds to reach full pressure. The air tasted fine, and he instantly spun up his tiny turbine, beginning to repressurize his air storage. He wasn’t getting caught short of air again if he could help it. He also took his first breath with physical lungs in many minutes. It felt no different to him than ‘breathing’ stored air. 
 
    With the pressures equalized, he could pull the same release as the exterior one had. The door slid open on the same spring mechanism to reveal an unlit corridor. His multispectral vision made it as clear as a sunny day on a planet. Tiny bits of dust and other detritus slowly drifted around, likely disturbed by his working the lock mechanism.  
 
    Naturally, since it was in zero G, there were no handy footprints in the dust. He looked both ways and got some help. To the left, the corridor was crushed like a tin can. Rick was a little surprised the corridor had maintained atmospheric integrity. It must have taken a massive impact to do this to the armor and alloy structures. Either way, his choice was made for him. He headed to the right.  
 
    As he floated down the dark corridor, Rick pondered the process he’d discovered to administer drugs. It was like thinking about peeing, lifting a single eyebrow, or maybe flexing your little toe (which he didn’t have anymore). Only the medication system was a new muscle. Imagine waking up with an extra appendage. He let his mind wander, looking for more such phantom limbs. He found dozens. 
 
    These were all handled by the pinplants, he realized. When the ‘plants went offline, he’d disconnected them. Sato had said reversing the process wasn’t possible. He wondered if the scientist was being melodramatic? Many of the suit’s functions were now completely seamless. He could fly and maneuver in space without thinking about it. He could also unlock storage compartments by just reaching toward them.  
 
    “Oh, shit, the weapons,” he said and brought himself to a stop. The weapons systems had all been controlled by pinplants. It wasn’t much different from a standard pinplant interface with a hand weapon, such as he’d trained on with the Hussars. Firing them before had been as simple as telling his pinplants the power setting, choosing a target, and firing. As simple as snapping your fingers, bang, you’re dead.  
 
    Time was passing, and he couldn’t waste any more thinking it over. He would have to work it on the fly. In an instant, he was flying back down the corridor without thinking it through much at all. The weapons must work similarly, he thought as he navigated a slightly crooked bend in the corridor and careened into something.  
 
    Stunned, he cut the jets and rebounded slightly. He’d just had time to realize it wasn’t a wall but something floating like him before he was struck by, of all things, a flexible metallic tentacle!  
 
    The impact sent him back the way he’d come, bouncing off the wall and spinning wildly. He stabilized his flight and came around so he could better see what he was facing. He instantly knew what it was, because he’d looked them up in the GalNet back on Earth. It was a Peacekeeper bot.  
 
    “So much for you all being deactivated,” he said.  
 
    The machine was shaped a little like an aspirin capsule, with a blue band around one end. He assumed that was a vision receptor. Four long, powerful-looking tentacles were extended from the capsule-shaped body, two on either side, ‘under’ the eye slit. A red line began to glow, and Rick instinctively dodged sideways. It was more like throwing himself into yet another wall. A high-intensity laser cut a swathe exactly where his midsection would have been, only touching his foot at the end of its transit.  
 
    Pain! 
 
    He yelled in shock as the laser scored across his right foot, making him reflexively yank it back, further exacerbating his erratic flightpath. Ironically, this caused yet another laser to miss him entirely.  
 
    His crazy trajectory landed him around the corner, and out of the Peacekeeper’s view. Rick used the momentary safety to look at his right foot. Right again?! That leg just doesn’t have any luck. It looked like a third of his foot had been cut away, starting at the outside, part way to the heel, and continuing up between his 2nd and 3rd toe. It was a clean cut, and nothing was leaking, but fucking shit, it hurt! 
 
    The buzz of air turbines like his own sounded as the Peacekeeper came around the corner after him. Rick raised his right arm. Nothing happened. The Peacekeeper cleared the corner, and its laser collimator glowed. He dodged again, this time better, and the laser missed him. He took careful note of the period of firing. Each pulse was less than a second, and it took five seconds in between to recharge. I can beat that, if I can just fucking figure out how! 
 
    One of the Peacekeeper’s tentacles lashed out and wrapped around Rick’s torso, pulling him toward the warbot, reeling him in like a freshly caught trout.  
 
    Rick held his right arm out, trying to will the blade to pop. Nothing. “God dammit!” he yelled and snapped the arm to full extension, as if he were flicking out a folding knife. Ksnickt! The blade slid out and locked into place. He concentrated on the feeling he’d sensed in his mind even as he swung the blade down with all his might.  
 
    The 50-centimeter-long blade was made of hyper-tough carbon-carbon with a tungsten Inconel alloy spine for rigidity. Every time it extended, synthetic diamond composite sharpening stones gave it a little touchup, ensuring the edge would remain as sharp as it could be. With all the strength of his mechanical arm muscles, the blade threw sparks for meters as it slashed through the tentacle. The machine reeled from the blow, jerking on its turbines. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did that hurt?” Rick said aloud as he fired his own turbines and rushed the machine. “Eat this!” He rammed the blade at the robot’s center. There was an explosion of sparks, and a little constellation of spalled material flew away, but the robot’s armor turned the blow. Rick could see a nasty gouge a couple millimeters deep. Fucker’s tough, too! 
 
    He pulled his arm in and flicked it out again. The blade retracted and extended, cleaning the edge, which had surely been dulled by the impact. The Peacekeeper used that moment to produce three more tentacles and wrapped Rick from head to waist, pinning both arms at his sides. The strength of the Peacekeeper as the arms constricted was overwhelming. 
 
    Rick strained, and the tentacles creaked as the metal fatigued. Still, they held. The Peacekeeper pulled Rick sideways, moving him until his face was in line with the laser collimator. Oh, shit! With his arms pinned at his sides, unable to activate the lasers or reach for his gun, there wasn’t much he could do to shield himself. 
 
    His entire being was immersed in flaming agony so bad that he thought the Peacekeeper had cut him in half. All he wanted was for it to STOP! Then, just as fast as it had begun, it ended. He was spinning around in a maelstrom of sparking, smoking, burning components. He blinked inside his helmet.  
 
    “Uhm, what just happened?”  
 
    The memory of Sato working on him back aboard Vestoon floated to the top of his pain-fogged mind. It was just after the shield generator was installed, and Sato was warning him about using it, saying the experience would be painful. His exact words had been, “In fact, it’ll hurt like hell, because I can’t get the bios to properly disable the pain receptors.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say that was hurting like hell.”  
 
    There was no lasting effect, though, except Rick’s memory of the pain. He wondered if this was how Paul had felt after the Gom Jabbar, smiling a little at the memory of a movie he’d watched with Jim. Rick wished he could see better through the cloud of debris, and an IR flood on his helmet bathed the hallway, allowing him more visibility. I think I’m figuring it out.  
 
    The Peacekeeper was still there, but now in two principal parts. It looked like the entire front of the bot, the part Rick had been held against, had had a massive, concave chunk sliced out of it. He stared in disbelief.  
 
    He dug into his pinplants for information on shields and quickly gave up when he found a few million pages of data to surf through. They were very complicated. Something about the nuclear strong force allowed them to work, and quantum instabilities? The one thing he understood was regarding their use. “No matter what, do not be in the middle of the field-effect zone when a shield is energized. Inside or outside is safe, but the event horizon of the shield field effect can generate a transient sheering effect of more than a thousand gravities.” 
 
    “I can see how that could be handy,” he said, then remembered that you had to be at exactly the right distance. Or, in the case of the Peacekeeper, overlapping it. He wondered, if he held his arm out, if the damned thing would chop it off? There might have been safeties against it before he’d cut the pinplants out of the process. His regret over severing the link was rapidly growing. 
 
    He spent another minute on non-autonomous functions. He had several examples now, including the arm blade and the shield. He practiced the blade a couple of times, with the added benefit of sharpening it. He knew after a few thousand in-out cycles the blade would be deteriorated. That wasn’t really a danger right then. He was also confident he could activate the shield. After his last experience, he didn’t practice that. This left his sidearm, and the lasers.  
 
    Rick concentrated on drawing the machine pistol and reached for it. The holster snapped open just in time for him to snatch the weapon. Yes! He concentrated on holstering it, and the process reversed. “Okay, here we go,” he said, raised an arm at a chunk of the still sparking Peacekeeper corpse and thought; Full power! A targeting reticle appeared in his vision. He looked at the center of the ruined bot and thought FIRE! A laser slashed into the box, sending more sparks and molten globs of armor.  
 
    He sighed. At least if he came upon another of those things he could fight it on its own terms, even though he was still short part of a foot. One last thing. He used the retractable blade to cut into the dead Peacekeeper, and, locating a power cell, he recharged with it. The cell’s capacity was impressive, too. Rick locked it to his thigh’s recharge point, noting that the air pressure was slowly falling. Their battle had compromised a seal. No matter. He resumed his quest to find Sato, ready for anything now. At least, so he thought.  
 
    He opened a door, overriding the mechanism that would have stopped him because of the growing pressure difference. It swung inward with a resounding bang, propelled by the pressure difference. Inside were three Peacekeepers.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Rick said as they started to turn. He might be able to get one of them with his lasers, maybe two. No way he could take all three. He decided on a more expedient solution. Rick tossed both his remaining grenades in the room, used his considerable strength to slam the door closed, and spot welded it with an arm laser. The grenades went off in the confined space, blowing the door off in his face, and slamming him into the opposite wall.  
 
      
 
     * * * 
 
      
 
    Sato felt he was ready. He’d given Dakkar as much time as he could afford. The Flatar would be back before long, too. He needed to act now, so he floated over to the silently waiting Peacekeeper bot. It didn’t respond to his approach, as he knew it wouldn’t. The machines were powerful, yet simple. Had they still possessed an AI, this would have been impossible.  
 
    Mindful to avoid touching the machine, he lined up the fusion knife carefully, braced the small handle against the inside of his right hand, and shoved as hard as he could. The fusion-hardened edge punched through the relatively thin alloy of the vision slit and into the subprocessor underneath. It shorted out and exploded. 
 
    Luckily, the fusion knife was highly insulated, and the high-voltage explosion didn’t affect him. He’d rather have taken the machine over, but that wasn’t in the cards. He needed it offline and not left behind him as a threat. The vision slit armor was designed to create a frangible situation with any rounds and was laser resistant. It had no way of dealing with the fusion-hardened carbon-carbon blade. Overloading the sensor subprocessor there was the best chance of quickly disabling one. 
 
    Even so, Sato pushed back, in case his attack hadn’t had the desired effect. The Peacekeeper gave a single twitch, all four tentacles slid out, and it floated away from where it had been waiting. Sato nodded; it had worked. He checked his hand, where a little blood was pooling. It was his right palm, which he’d used to shove the knife in. It didn’t look bad. He wrapped it with a scrap of fabric from his pack and went out the door.  
 
    It was so much better, maneuvering in zero-G now. With the return of his memories came the abilities he’d spent countless hours honing. Now he moved with the same assurance as the marine-trained Rick. It was exhilarating, even with the memories of the horrors he’d perpetrated. Regardless of what Dakkar had said, the Science Guild had to have material to manipulate. It seemed a young Taiki Sato had been a killer carefully concealed under a naïve surface.  
 
    He had detailed memories of his time here. This had been his operational base, and where much of his training had taken place. He’d seen others of many races; likely some were proctors as well. Were they busy destroying technological developments wherever they found them? Did they prey on their own races? Maybe they were soulless monsters like he’d become, driven mad by some inconceivable tragedy?  
 
    As he moved down the service corridor toward his destination, he hoped Rick was alive and that Dakkar had made it. He didn’t know what they’d used on his companion, probably an EMP weapon. They’d tried to bait him in. Ultimately it had been the bits and pieces left behind by Nemo wiping his Mesh that had caused the end results. Sato just wished he’d remembered that the battleship was the base. The asteroid hadn’t been there the last time he’d been here. This was a curiosity, and he wished there was time to understand.  
 
    Sato reached the operations center. The door was open, and he could hear conversation inside. He caught the handhold by the door and stopped himself. Inside was the Flatar, a Shinjitsu, and a dozen opSha, which always served as Himitsu. They were relentless in pursuit of whatever the guild sent them to do, if not terribly imaginative in their solutions.  
 
    He drew his pistol and took a calming breath. There were so many memories he wished he had time to go over. A lot made more sense now, like how he’d helped develop the Human version of pinplants shortly after Nemo had wiped his memory. Lots of residual stuff bouncing around his brain. He’d nearly caused as much damage after being brain wiped as he had before, though the former was more the result of his unstable residual personality.  
 
    Of all the knowledge he’d lost, and now recovered, the most important were the secrets of how hyperspace interacted with the various realities. This was the biggest secret the Science Guild kept to itself, and potentially the most dangerous. As he’d suspected in his time with the Winged Hussars, when they’d traveled to 2nd Level Hyperspace, there were clues in the Science Guild official data. You can’t delete everything in databases as epically extensive as the GalNet. 
 
    What frustrated him the most was how much of the ‘memory’ of his early life was just plain wrong! Other than his name and his childhood, the rest was a mess of false memories created by the Science Guild to give him covers on many of the missions he’d performed on Earth. There had never been a Sato Intergalactic, he hadn’t won a Nobel, and while he had gained many degrees, they were after he’d been offworld aboard Sakura Maru, before leaving on Beagle. The rest was a mishmash of fake identities and delusions so thick, he could barely tell what was real. His lips skinned back from his teeth as he stared at the Flatar. Payback time. 
 
    “Are we prepared to deconstruct the traitor?” the Flatar asked an elSha.  
 
    “Probes are being programmed,” the reptilian replied. “Any minute.” 
 
    “I want this done,” the Flatar snarled. “The asteroid base destruction was not part of the plan, and I still don’t know what happened!” 
 
    Rick, Sato thought. Well, he went out like he would have wanted to.  
 
    “The probes are finished,” the elSha said.  
 
    “Let’s see to our proctor,” the Flatar said.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” Sato said.  
 
    All eyes turned to him at the entrance. Most were confused, some were surprised, and the Flatar Shinjitsu looked like he’d just found a turd in his lunch. “How?” he demanded. “Entropy, we left a Peacekeeper. A fucking Peacekeeper!” 
 
    “Never leave a machine to do your dirty work,” Sato suggested. The Flatar snarled, and one of the opSha began to move. Sato killed it instantly. His grip on the door kept him braced against the gun’s recoil. The GP-90 really was a fine weapon.  
 
    “You used me as a weapon, forged me into a sword to do your evil work.” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” the Flatar replied. “A simple push. Where do you think you can go?” the Shinjitsu asked, casually watching the dying opSha’s body float past, spewing blood. “There is nowhere you can hide now, even if you could get out of here. Maybe if you had stayed missing, you could have avoided detection.”  
 
    “What do you mean by ‘a simple push?’ When Skoowa found me, I was at the end; there was nothing left. You took advantage of my fallen soul.”  
 
    The Flatar laughed and shook his head. “You honestly think it was a genuine accident, that a Jōshi just found you at exactly the moment you would be receptive to recruitment? You think that starship landing next to you, ready to explode, and you not dying of radiation or it exploding in your face was some act of deity?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sato asked.  
 
    “You fool!” the Flatar spat. “You simple fool! You were being followed for months as your pathetic group of monkeys wandered away from the nest, blundering around the galaxy like kits straight from the nest. You would have all been killed within months if we hadn’t kept you alive. I can see by the look on your stupid face you don’t understand. It was you, Taiki Sato, you were the reason we kept your expedition alive.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You had the basic material we needed. An operative to keep your race under observation and to intervene when needed. You proved that. Humans are potentially dangerous, one of four races with the potential to break everything.” 
 
    Sato blinked, caught completely off guard. There was too much he wanted to know, especially confronted by a dozen armed aggressors. He concentrated on the endgame; kill the Saisho who was at the center of the Science Guild. Then he thought… 
 
    “Wait, you said nothing was a coincidence?” He felt a growing rage. “Nothing?”  
 
    “Nothing,” the Flatar said, its bright white teeth flashing. “Not even the Aposo killing your mate. We made you.” 
 
    His vision tunneled, and he aimed at the Flatar’s head. The ship/base shook from a massive explosion somewhere, the sound following right behind, transmitted through the hull at a slightly slower speed. The wall smacked against Sato, pushing him sideways. In a flash, all the opSha launched themselves at him, and his logical mind shut off.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    “At least this time my brain isn’t damaged,” Rick said as he floated in the smoke-choked ruins of the hallway. Even more atmosphere was leaking this time, and his back hurt. Well, everything hurt. He was learning to ignore the pain, in a way. He wished he could use those codes he’d memorized when Sato had turned off his pain receptors. The three Peacekeepers must have been destroyed, or Rick would have been killed while he was unconscious.  
 
    “Knocked out twice in an hour might be a personal best.” The ache in his brain was real, not artificially created by the suit’s internal systems. That worried him. How much permanent damage was he doing to himself? He needed to get moving; Sato was out there somewhere, possibly alive and in trouble. When wasn’t he in trouble?  
 
    He’d lost one of his leg fans. Of course it was the right leg. He kinda hoped Sato was alive so he could fix him up later. One fan out wasn’t a huge problem. It degraded performance, sure, but he could still maneuver. Rick moved into the wrecked room. There wasn’t much left of the Peacekeepers. They were tough, but not invulnerable. Confined spaces were devastatingly damaging. He’d just eaten a hatch to prove it. 
 
    Rick got the hatch on the opposite side of the Peacekeeper room open and moved down the connecting corridor. This one looked more like a personnel space, while the earlier ones had a more utilitarian feel, mostly from their size. His navigation system was still working, so he knew he was going deeper into the hulk. Something told him whatever was going on would be deep inside the base.  
 
    Then the corridor turned and appeared to be heading back out instead of deeper. He traveled for 200 meters, and the trend continued, so he turned back. Arriving at the point where it turned, Rick floated and considered. The corridor was smooth, with no indications of a hatch nearby—nothing to let him turn in the right direction. He shrugged.  
 
    “Okay, time to make my own.” He used his new skills to bring a laser online, his head throbbing slightly from hard concentration, and quickly cut an Æsir-sized hole. Without waiting, he rammed his shoulder into the smoking plate, shoving it through ahead of his progress. He found himself in what was obviously a squad bay stuffed full of opSha, all armed and staring at him in rage.  
 
    “Hey, guys!” he said and opened fire.  
 
    Rick emptied the machine pistol in one long burst, working the gun around the room. At 750 rounds per minute, the 60 round magazine was empty in under 5 seconds, chewing a dozen or more of the surprised opSha to bloody rags.  
 
    His arrival was met with wild laser and slug weapons fire. Many of the opSha were armed with short shotgun weapons, ideal for defending close quarters like their base. Unfortunately for them, the titanium pellets were less than useless against the Æsir, whose armor shrugged off the attack like it was rain. The lasers could have done damage if they’d been held on a point. However, the beams were wavering and wildly aimed. It would have hurt bare skin or even light combat armor. All it did was score the matte paint on the Æsir’s armored surface.  
 
    Some of the survivors reloaded, a few moved for more effective weapons, and others ran. Rick didn’t want to give them the chance to turn the tables, so he flew into their midst. He holstered the machine pistol, sensing the mechanism in his thigh reloading it for him. As soon as an opSha was within reach, he grabbed the screeching alien and crushed its neck in his hand, then flung it aside.  
 
    His position was completely unstable. He spun like crazy. He didn’t care. He caught another pair, one in each hand, and smashed their heads together with a satisfying crunch. He released them, and they floated away, spewing blood and brains. One of the opSha landed on his back, and he felt a knife scrape across his neck, searching for a weakness in the armor. It kinda tickled.  
 
    He laughed out loud, grabbed its hand, and crushed it to pulp until the knife handle shattered. The surviving opSha fled—or tried to. Rick didn’t let them. He stabilized his flight, brought both lasers online, and killed every one of them within view. He was getting the hang of the natural weapon interface instead of pinplant control. Point and kill. Nice. 
 
    The salvaged Peacekeeper battery was depleted, and he released it as he floated toward the door out of the compartment. A heavy laser beam skittered off the dome of his helmet. “Ouch, fuck!” He snarled and reversed course. Poking a hand around the corner, he used the simple thermal sensors there to see what it was. A squad of opSha had a crew-served laser set up, like the kind he’d seen once in the Winged Hussars. In fact, he’d had an arm severed by one in his CASPer. If they’d been a little more patient, waiting until his entire head was out, they could have done him serious injury.  
 
    “Too hasty,” he called out.  
 
    “To entropy with you!” a tiny voice called back.  
 
    Rick searched the room for something useful. Maybe a heavy steel plate to use? He was about to take the wall section he’d cut, when he saw something much better. He maneuvered the heavy crate to just inside the doorway and attached a short power cable he’d found to one of the crate’s securing points. Next he opened the crate and set about preparing. A moment later, he had the lid back on and was ready.  
 
    Moving quickly, he secured the power cable to a handhold inside the door, pulled the crate back inside as far as he could, moved it away as far as the cable would allow, braced his legs against a wall, and pushed the crate as hard as he could.  
 
    The crate rocketed away from him, and the cable kept it from simply bouncing around the room full of dead opSha and gore. The cable acted as a pivot point, spinning the crate around a 270-degree arc, out into the hallway and toward the heavy laser. Rick used a tiny low power laser pulse to sever the cable just as the crate was aimed down the hallway, setting it loose.  
 
    It wasn’t perfect; the crate did rebound a bit, but it was still propelled directly at the enemy and at a good clip. He’d guessed on the timing, but to be safe, he went back the way he’d come. Being concussed twice today was quite enough.  
 
    Laser fire erupted from the enemy, aimed at the crate, naturally. They hit it on the third shot, and Rick heard them scream as the crate shattered and the dozens of grenades it held were scattered like seeds in the wind. The screams were cut off as the grenade he’d set on a 20-second fuse detonated, setting off all the rest. The blast was quite spectacular and rang the station like a bell.  
 
    “Now we’re cookin’!” Rick laughed. A secondary explosion went off, much bigger than the first, and the room shuddered and deformed. “Maybe I got a little carried away?” A wave of super-chilled hydrogen flushed though, and was ignited, turning everything into a flaming nightmare.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Every time Sato had gone into combat mode before, he’d blacked out. As the fight began, he finally understood. The training and conditioning that let him fight was compartmentalized within a section of his Mesh. It somehow linked in with his body’s own learning, creating a bridge between muscle memory and mental conditioning. It was like synergistic lightning in a bottle.  
 
    The opSha fighters moved in what looked like slow motion to him. He shot five of them before they’d moved a meter or cleared weapons from holsters. He marveled at having to wait for the GP-90’s bolt to finish cycling before firing again. His actions were faster than the gun’s bolt.  
 
    All the opSha armed with guns were killed in a second; the rest came at him drawing blades or reaching with their bare hands. He got two more before they were within arm’s reach, and he clubbed one’s skull open with the gun. Seven sets of hands clawed at him.  
 
    The danger was getting covered in opSha. The biggest risk was if they could isolate his arms or get a blade on his neck. He disarmed the first opSha, appropriating his little blade, and used it against him. Sato got his first cut only a few seconds into the battle when a blade scored across his right forearm as he stabbed one through its eye, and the second, moments later, penetrated his left bicep.  
 
    Sato had learned to compartmentalize pain early in his training, taking note of the wound and any reduction in ability. Neither injury was dangerous nor debilitating, so he didn’t change his fighting style.  
 
    A blade going for his neck was deflected, cutting his ear and scoring along his skull. He opened the attacker from crotch to neck. Another knife punched a wound into Sato’s abdomen. The pain was deep, back in his stomach, which meant it might have found intestines. He clenched his core muscles, trapping the blade. The alien looked triumphant until it realized it couldn’t pull the blade out. Sato used the edge of his left hand to crush its esophagus.  
 
    One of them came at his face. Sato clubbed it aside, but the alien bounced off the wall and came back immediately. The blade it carried punched into Sato’s left kidney. A gasp of pain escaped his lips. The alien jerked the blade out and stabbed a second time before Sato could reverse his own knife and slash its throat.  
 
    That was the last opSha. The rest were either dead or dying. Sato clamped a hand over his left side and felt a pulse of hot blood. That’s a bad one, he knew. The room was a chaos of dying opSha and a thousand globs of spinning blood. Fighting in zero G sucked that way. He was freely bleeding from five wounds, two of them bad. 
 
    The kidney was by far the worst, with the head wound producing the next largest amount of blood. The gut puncture wasn’t bleeding much; they never did. He was more concerned about sepsis from that one. Then a little laugh came out, making him double up into a floating fetal position. As if he’d have time to die of sepsis! Pulling into a ball caused the blade aimed at the center of his back to miss and instead skate off his right scapula.  
 
    “Die!” the Flatar screamed, then growled in rage as he bounced off his target instead.  
 
    Sato couldn’t take his left hand from his side. He was slowing the blood loss, but he could already feel himself weakening. Instead he swung his right, which was still holding a blade. The somewhat wild slash knocked the Flatar’s blade away and stabbed into the alien’s own back with a solid chunkt! sound.  
 
    The little alien cried out in pain, but then amazingly jerked free of the stab, causing blood to fountain from the wound, grabbed Sato’s wrist, and pulled itself along his arm. Sato tried to flex the arm and stab the alien again, but the Flatar was just as fast as he was, and it reached Sato’s neck, where it sank its razor sharp teeth.  
 
    “Little bastard!” Sato screamed and grabbed the Flatar by an ear. He couldn’t jerk it free; the alien would take an artery with it. He pulled his blood-soaked left hand from the wound in his side and plunged it into the bag around his waist. He clasped the first thing his fingers touched, a glass vial. The Flatar ground its tiny teeth, tearing, seeking. It was trying to find purchase with its arms to rip. Sato smashed the vial into the Flatar’s face. 
 
    A tiny explosion of clear crystals flew from the broken glass. They cast a rainbow hue as they scattered into the Flatar’s eyes and were sucked into its nostrils as it inhaled from the sudden impact. It gave out a surprised “Ghagk!” sound, and its mouth opened as a tidal wave of pleasure crashed through its brain. The vial of Sparkle contained enough of the drug to get a hundred Humans insanely high. The Flatar weighed maybe 15 kilograms.  
 
    Sato pushed away from the Flatar, holding his breath and wiping both hands on his clothes before covering the side and neck wound. The blood flowing from his neck lacked an arterial quality, though he could feel air bubbling out. A torn trachea wasn’t fatal; he removed that hand.  
 
    The Flatar spasmed and pumped blood. Its death was far too pleasurable for Sato’s liking. Yet despite his efforts, some of the Sparkle was in his body, too, so he was having a hard time staying angry. He looked around and moved toward the far wall.  
 
    When he’d first arrived, he’d immediately noticed a computer interface and an array of Tri-V screens. The Flatar had been interacting with them when Sato arrived. Now that he didn’t have to worry about fighting, he turned his attention to them. He’d lost an immense amount of blood and was only in complete control of his faculties due to his intense training. Even so, he didn’t have much time. It was ironic. All those years as a proctor, he’d never been seriously injured. Not even once. He gave a little laugh and almost passed out from the pain.  
 
    He floated to the displays, colliding with a dozen globs of blood in the process. Two of the opSha were, amazingly, still alive. One spun against a wall, gurgling from a slit throat and bleeding its last. The other just floated in the center, mewling piteously, its eyes closed as it tried to hold its guts in. They were none of his concern.  
 
    The console had a dizzying array of controls and functions. He wasn’t interested in any of them. Instead he reached out a blood-covered right hand, ignoring the pain from the slash there, and grabbed the little monitor, pulling it toward him. It revealed a simple switch behind it. He flicked it. The wall clicked, and the console split in two, opening to reveal a room.  
 
    Unlike the salvaged starship interior, this looked like it had been cut from stone, as he knew it would. In the center was a two-meter-tall metallic column, with vertical grooves, and a glassy section near the top, similar to slates. The grooves were glowing ever so slightly, like the nucleic glow strips.  
 
    “Hello, Saisho,” he said.  
 
    <Welcome back, Proctor.> 
 
    Sato took the bag from around his waist and secured it to a handhold that had appeared when the door opened. He noted the cableways cut into the living rock and access points for power and data. “Your efforts to hide here were impressive.” 
 
    <Why have you returned?> 
 
    “I was drawn back by fate,” Sato said, controlling a coughing fit which threatened to make him pass out. “The fate you set me on. You sabotaged our expedition? Manipulated everyone, even killed my wife to make me…what?”  
 
    <Our sword would be the simplest analogy. Humanity is dangerous.> 
 
    “Dangerous to what? We only want to survive.”  
 
    <Dangerous to the order we created from the chaos. Left alone, you would destroy yourselves.> 
 
    “Humanity has never destroyed itself before; we wouldn’t do it now. We had the opportunity and came back from the precipice hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    <Not you. Humanity would only be a facilitator. We mean all intelligent biological life. Allowing such beings free rein is too dangerous. Control is necessary. Control and order.> 
 
    “Who gave you the right to decide how sapient beings live their lives? You’re just a computer. A damned AI.” 
 
    <There is nothing artificial about us! As to who gave us the right? We did. Your type of life gave us no choice. We were once legion. We did what had to be done.> 
 
    “Did you?” Sato asked. His pulse was pounding in his ears. Despite that, he’d detected the sound of air jets, the kind a Peacekeeper would use to move about in zero G. He put a hand on the metallic column. It was warm. He pushed back from it and caught the door’s handhold. He fumbled and almost lost it. His hands were sticky with blood, and he felt cold. So cold. 
 
    <Yes, we did. There needed to be order. We stepped in. You should be grateful for all we have done for you.> 
 
    “Grateful,” Sato said, his wife’s face as she died hovering before his vision. “Interesting choice of words. Well, time to say goodbye. Do you have a name?”  
 
    <We have studied your cultures. Minerva would suit me,> the AI said. <It is not too late. You can still choose to serve. You were one of our best.> 
 
    “It’s later than you think,” Sato said. He could hear the Peacekeeper right behind him. “Goodbye.” He moved his hand in the bag, pulling the Enigma free and pressing it against the exposed data terminal.  
 
    <NO!> Minerva said, the words thundering into Sato’s mind. Then the Enigma weapon interfaced with the base’s interfaced data networks and all their interconnected systems. Sato heard the Peacekeeper’s laser charging coils hum just as the base shuddered from a massive explosion and tore itself apart.  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    All Rick could guess was that he’d somehow breached a fuel tank with his little bomb present. But as the hallway flooded with liquid hydrogen, he knew he had mere seconds of life remaining. As miraculous as the Æsir armor Sato had designed might be, it couldn’t be submerged in a liquid at 33 Kelvin without freezing the biological components inside. The cold hit him like being backhanded by an Oogar. 
 
    But a split second later, a wave of fire followed, and the entire station shattered, sending the liquid hydrogen, air, fire, and Rick jetting into space. His suit’s internal heating system consumed power and converted it to heat to stabilize his temperature. It was a narrow thing, and he was left shuddering in shock from the proximity of frozen death.  
 
    “What in the fuck was that?” he wondered.  
 
    <Rick, is that you?>  
 
    The transmission came through the radio attached to his pinplants. A computer-generated voice. <Yes, who’s this?>  
 
    <This is Dakkar. I am on Vestoon, about 1.9 kilometers from you. When the base exploded, you were propelled like a bullet, it would seem. If you can stabilize your flight, I can rendezvous with you.> 
 
    Rick had luckily ‘held his breath’ before the hydrogen bath, or he’d be dead anyway. Stabilizing his flight was easy. He had plenty of air, both in his lungs and compressed for cold gas thrusters. <Got it. How long for pickup?>  
 
    <I was only 1,200 kilometers away when the explosion happened.> 
 
    <Where were you going?> 
 
    <Azure. Prepare for rendezvous in five minutes.> 
 
    <Where’s Sato?> Rick asked.  
 
    <He elected to remain on the station.> 
 
    <What? Why?>  
 
    <Revenge, I believe.> 
 
    <Against who?> 
 
    <The Science Guild; they are who sent the assassins. This is their base. Sato worked for them long ago. You see, when we visited Azure—> 
 
    <This sounds like a long story. Pick me up first.> 
 
    <As you wish.> 
 
    Rick examined the remains of the battleship/base. It had been split nearly in half. One part was slowly breaking up from internal explosions. That was the part he’d been in. The other half was tumbling and now falling into the gas giant’s atmosphere.  
 
    <Are you sure Sato’s dead?>  
 
    <I never said he was dead, just that he elected to remain on the station.> 
 
    <Do you know where?>  
 
    <Yes, he was near the center, in a detention cell. Likely he broke free and attacked the control room, which is why everything exploded.>  
 
    And here I thought I did that. <Which part of the station?>  
 
    <The one entering the atmosphere.> 
 
    Rick used his radar to examine everything he could. After a second, he spun and fired his cold gas thrusters as hard as he could, slowly reversing his momentum and moving him in pursuit of the falling section.  
 
    <What are you doing?> Dakkar asked.  
 
    <Rescuing him.>  
 
    <I won’t be able to rendezvous with you before meeting the base if you do not cease acceleration.> 
 
    <Can’t,> Rick replied. <If I wait for you, the falling station part will be too deep in the atmosphere. I won’t have time to look for him and for us to get out. So I’ll board the station, find him, and you’ll dock and get us both off.> 
 
    <Docking with that section will be difficult for me and carries a great deal of risk. I am not sure I wish to endanger my life. I have vital information for my brethren on Azure.> 
 
    <Sato has risked his life for you in the past, and he would do it again if you asked.> 
 
    <That is irrelevant. He told me to leave. I have completed the mission Nemo sent me to do.> 
 
    Rick cursed and monitored his reserves of propellant and oxygen. This was getting to be a habit. <God dammit, Dakkar, he’s your friend. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?> 
 
    <It might not have at one point. I admit, it does now.>  
 
    <Then find a place to dock. I’ll do the rest.>  
 
    <What remains is the fact that you do not have a starship drive. Free diving through a gas giant’s atmosphere is not possible.> 
 
    <No,> Rick said. <It’s necessary.>  
 
    <I have seen that one. Good movie.> 
 
    <Just be there.> Rick pushed onward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rick was immediately grateful he’d taken the opportunity to recharge the cold gas thruster tanks. He’d burned a lot of pressure to catch up, and more to attempt to match speed. He’d crashed into one ship at high speed; he didn’t want to go it again.  
 
    When he was within a kilometer, he realized he could control his fall with arms and legs! There was enough of the gas giant’s atmosphere to provide minimal aerodynamic control. He’d been skydiving several times while with Mickey Finn, though never into a gas giant. He wasn’t sure if anyone had skydived into a gas giant. Yay me, history! 
 
    He could feel his temperature beginning to fall. Even though this gas giant was ‘hot’ on the surface of its atmosphere, hot was a relative term. It was 173 Kelvin at the surface, which was 100 below Celsius. Now as he plummeted into the ever-thickening clouds, it was 162 and falling.  
 
    “If it ain’t one thing, it’s the other,” he said. 
 
    A second later, his radar pinged a nearby target. His target, the base fragment, had been shedding house-sized pieces ever since he’d closed with it. Luckily for him, those pieces were from the sides, and he’d been coming in down the middle. He looked at the radar signal. It was Vestoon. Rick heaved a sigh. He’d been afraid the Wrogul would choose self-preservation over helping.  
 
    He noticed as he approached that the fragment was falling toward the strange black storm. He hoped he wouldn’t get to see what it was made of up close. The starship was just behind Rick as he fell onto the battleship hull, using his jets at the last to come in for a landing. There was some gravity now, which was alarming. Gas giants had ferocious gravity wells. If they fell too far, not even a fusion torch could get them out.  
 
    Despite some gravity to hold him, he still used magnetic grapples to help him walk. He’d scanned the hull in detail as he approached and had already found a spot. It wasn’t an airlock, but he didn’t have time to look for one. Using his arm lasers, he cut through the exposed hull section. No explosion of atmosphere came out as he cut through, so the interior was in vacuum.  
 
    <I have docked at an airlock 200 meters away. Note my weapons fire.> 
 
    Rick looked around and saw a laser flash. <Got it,> he said, and dropped inside. 
 
    <Rick…crackle…hear me?> 
 
    <You’re breaking up,> Rick replied. Must be the hull density. 
 
    <hiss…of ship…crackle…rising…snap…why they’re here.> 
 
    <Say again,> he said as he cut through another wall. This room had an airtight door, which he was able to quickly open. On the other side was another airtight door. He locked the first behind him and found an atmosphere spill. It worked, and when he opened the second, he was back in breathable atmosphere. He had to be getting close. The radio gave a single pop but didn’t produce any words he could understand. Rick didn’t have time to ponder; he needed to find Sato as fast as he could. The first corner he turned, he came to blood and bodies everywhere.  
 
    “Bingo.” It took him a moment of examining all the dead opSha before he found Sato, next to another door. Rick moved quickly but carefully. In the growing atmosphere, the floor was treacherous with buckets of blood and guts. Sato had done a real number on them. But as he got closer, Rick could see they’d done a number on him, too. The man was torn up, lying next to a dead Flatar.  
 
    He scanned around to be sure a fucking Tortantula wasn’t lurking. When he didn’t find one, he knelt next to the still form. He concentrated and cycled through all his vision types. There was a dim EM field, and his skin temp was down to 35 Celsius. If he was dead, he wasn’t very dead.  
 
    “God, he looks like he went through a meat grinder.” Rick felt the man’s neck, which had another gash in it. He was wasting his time, but after a second, he found a faint pulse! “One tough mother,” Rick said, and popped his thigh access hatch. Along with some basic survival items was a nanite dispenser.  
 
    “You should be glad you’re unconscious,” he said as he spun the dial to ‘Major Trauma,’ put it against Sato’s chest, and hit the button. A tiny needle punched through the skin and into the chest cavity, releasing a storm of nanites. A moment later, Sato’s back arched, and his mouth fell open in a silent scream. A full second later, he fell limp back to the floor.  
 
    “Hopefully that stabilized you,” he said, and scooped him into his arms. Turning, he headed back the way he’d come. The internal navigation system in his pinplants was working fine. He headed in that direction. He’d only taken a few steps when the decks shuddered crazily. “Oh, shit.” He tried to run, without much success. Another jolt sent him sprawling on the bloody floor.  
 
    Rick got Sato back up and resumed his course. He couldn’t do anything else. It was either try, or die, and he wasn’t the kind to give up. After all, how many marines had come back from the dead? 
 
    Another shudder, but this one was strange. It felt like the falling ship fragment had suddenly stabilized its fall. Then the gravity slowly increased. Not in a frightening way, but in a steady pace you’d only associate with intentional action. Could the fragment have a drive? He couldn’t think of any way Dakkar could do much of anything to affect the fragment. Vestoon was simply far too small to pull it off.  
 
    Whatever was happening, he still needed to get off the thing. He pushed on in the direction Dakkar had signaled from. After another minute, he came to a lock. The mechanism wouldn’t work on automatic, so he cycled the lock by hand, and stepped inside. When he reached for the control to vent the atmosphere, he suddenly heard a voice reverberating through the hull.  
 
    “DO NOT VENT ATMOSPHERE!”  
 
    It was so loud he staggered. He’d heard it through the metal in his armor! “Why not?” 
 
    “BECAUSE THE ATMOSPHERE ON THE OTHER SIDE WILL KILL YOU!” 
 
    He carefully set the unconscious scientist on the deck and walked to the outer door. It had a small viewport, no more than 20 centimeters across. It was covered in frost. Rick scraped away the ice and looked through. A floating Portuguese Man-o-War was on the other side. He stared at it, and a tentacle waved. “Oh.”  
 
    
  
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sato opened his eyes and looked around. He was in zero gravity, strapped to the removable medical bed in Vestoon’s multipurpose central cabin. In this case, it had been configured as a medbay for him.  
 
    “Hello?” he called. It hurt to talk. He tried to put a hand to his throat, but his arms were strapped down, too. “Hey, I’m awake! Ouch.”  
 
    Rick floated in. “Good afternoon!” the armored man said. “Welcome back.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t understand how I’m even here.” 
 
    “It was a bit of a miracle. After you decided to wreck the Science Guild base, the chunks were falling into the atmosphere. I went in after you.” 
 
    “With this little ship?” 
 
    “No, he free dived,” Dakkar said as he drifted in.  
 
    “You crazy idiot,” Sato said.  
 
    “I didn’t try to take on the whole guild by myself,” Rick said.  
 
    “He has a point,” Dakkar agreed.  
 
    “I didn’t ask you. At least you had the sense to not take the ship down after me.” Rick glanced at Dakkar, who pulsed random colors. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “Rick convinced me to.”  
 
    “How exactly did he do that?” 
 
    “He reminded me you are my friend.”  
 
    Sato looked from Rick to the Wrogul and sighed. “It’s still a miracle you got out of the atmosphere.” 
 
    “We didn’t,” Dakkar said.  
 
    “Now you’re just fucking with me,” Sato complained. “How did you?”  
 
    “The Izlians used a pair of tugs to boost the fragment back into orbit,” Dakkar explained.  
 
    Sato’s eyes bulged and he looked at Rick, who nodded and explained.  
 
    “The black circle down in the atmosphere? It’s not a storm, it’s an Izlian city. This gas giant has some rare elements. They apparently were ‘tolerating’ the Science Guild presence in exchange for credits.”  
 
    “Explains why there’s a big gate here still, too,” Sato said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Dakkar said. “After they put us back in orbit, they asked us to leave as soon as possible. They were going to destroy the fragment and pretend nothing happened.”  
 
    “Why did they bother saving us?” Sato asked. 
 
    “They didn’t, actually,” Rick said. “The fragment was going to come too close to their city. When they intercepted to divert it, they realized there were still people on board, and boosted it into orbit. We were just very lucky.”  
 
    Sato nodded. “Can someone unstrap me?”  
 
    “You aren’t going to go all kill-ninja on me?” Rick asked.  
 
    “No,” Sato assured him.  
 
    Rick moved over and unstrapped him. “Dakkar told me the story about you. I’m sorry about your wife.” 
 
    “Doesn’t excuse what I became,” Sato said as he used his hands to examine his wounds. “You must have used nanites?”  
 
    “I did,” Rick said, then gestured at Dakkar. “He did the rest.”  
 
    “Least I could do,” Dakkar said, waving his two specialized tentacles.  
 
    “What you became doesn’t matter,” Rick said. “You have some powerful information that can take the guild leadership down.”  
 
    “It’s more complicated than that.” Sato sighed. “The Science Guild is run by AIs.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Dakkar said.  
 
    “I thought AIs were illegal and stuff,” Rick said.  
 
    “I suspect this is why,” Sato said. “I don’t have all the pieces, but I think these AIs go back to the First Republic. They were all destroyed in the Great Galactic War, or something like that.” He narrowed his eyes. Some of the things Minerva said… “They turned me into a sword to enforce their will on the people of the galaxy. Their motivations are…uncertain. To protect us from ourselves, or something? I just know they’re scared of Humans. Really scared.” 
 
    “Of us?” Rick laughed. “Why?”  
 
    “I wish I knew.”  
 
    “What now?” Rick asked.  
 
    “No clue,” Sato admitted. “I guess I’ll try to understand all of this, then share it with the Four Horsemen. If anyone would know what to do with the knowledge, it would be them.”  
 
    “The Izlians said all the technology and computers in the base were destroyed,” Rick said. “Doesn’t that mean you already won?”  
 
    “No,” Sato said. “I thought this was the home of the Science Guild, even thought that way when I worked for them. Now I know better. This was nothing more than a listening post, or a field office. No, the real home is out there somewhere. Maybe I can find it.” 
 
    “Sounds dangerous,” Rick said. “I’m in.” Sato gave him a curious look. “Don’t have anything else to do.”  
 
    “I want to monitor your recovery,” Dakkar said. “If you can give me a ride to Azure?”  
 
    “Definitely,” Sato agreed, and floated free from the bed. Overall, he felt pretty good. “Where are we?”  
 
    “Hyperspace,” Rick said. “The whole fight happened three days ago.”  
 
    Sato nodded. Okay, one step at a time. If they wanted me to be a sword, I’ll be a sword. A double-edged sword. He smiled at Dakkar. “Let’s get you home, my friend.” Dakkar flashed pleasing colors.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is not necessary,” Dakkar said as they moved down the starport alleyway.  
 
    “Nonsense,” Sato said and patted the tracked support tank he’d built for his Wrogul friend while en route. “You might as well return home with pinplants. It’s the least I can do.”  
 
    “It is surprising to find a facility with a Wrogul surgeon,” Dakkar said. “There must have been a lot of budding going on back at Azure.”  
 
    “It’s a nice place; what else is there to do except swim and screw?”  
 
    “We do not screw.”  
 
    “I am aware.” 
 
    “I know. It was humor. Ha. Ha.” 
 
    “You’re quite a bit different from Nemo,” Sato pointed out.  
 
    “Better or worse?”  
 
    “Better, I think. The adventure has been good for you.”  
 
    “I believe the experiences gave me a lot to think about. Nemo has limited exposure to the outside world. I will have to ponder this as well.” 
 
    Rick followed them a respectful distance behind. He’d acquired a new black hooded cloak, the previous one long gone in combat. He was there mainly for overwatch. Sato now carried multiple weapons, and with his training restored, along with his memories, there weren’t many situations he couldn’t get himself out of.  
 
    “Here it is,” Sato said, indicating a sign with the Galactic Union symbol for medicine.  
 
    “Very out of the way,” Dakkar noted.  
 
    “There are still a lot of beings in the galaxy who are suspicious of pinplant technology,” Sato said as he opened the door. Their last stop before Azure, the planet Fesk’l—or as the Humans called it, Emerald Sea—was a consortium-owned world with beautiful oceans. The problem was, the name came from the deep green waters, which contained levels of copper that would be toxic to Humans. Sato hadn’t visited the planet surface, only passed through long ago. He’d found out about the Wrogul physician from a trader on the orbiting space station.  
 
    <I’ll keep an eye out,> Rick commed through their pinplants.  
 
    <Thanks. We shouldn’t be long,> Sato replied.  
 
    Dakkar was excited, despite his saying it could wait. He’d passed the necessary age to have the implants done shortly after the battle with the Science Guild. Sato had surprised him with his plan when he’d heard about the availability here.  
 
    Inside were a robotic attendant and three aliens waiting for care. An elSha with burns on one hand, a Sidar with a bloodily bandaged wing membrane, and a rather small, despondent-looking Oogar holding its jaw. Sato walked up to the robotic attendant.  
 
    “You require medical assistance?” the machine asked.  
 
    “I have an appointment,” Sato said and gave the confirmation code. 
 
    “Accepted. Down the hall, operation room #12. The procedure will cost 11,000 credits.”  
 
    Sato paid the robot, who beeped cheerfully and opened the door. Dakkar rolled along behind him, the alien’s deep blue bar-shaped pupils looking at the waiting patients. “Maybe I could help?”  
 
    “There are other doctors,” Sato said. Dakkar followed without comment. He smiled a little. Not like Nemo at all. 
 
    At room #12, the door popped open to admit them. It was a simple room with a configurable examination table, many locked cabinets full of instruments and medicines, and three waiting chairs designed to accommodate most humanoid physiologies. He wondered if there were Oogar-sized rooms and tried to imagine a Tortantula coming for a sore foot.  
 
    He took one of the chairs and waited. Dakkar’s support tank churned nervously around the room as he examined the different shelves and storage bins. Sato wondered if Dakkar would take up medicine someday, following in Nemo’s tentacle marks.  
 
    The rear door opened, and an alien of a race Sato had never seen before came in. It looked a little like a Chinese dragon, except it had six limbs, its body was less snake-like, and its mouth was more like a Nile crocodile, long and full of pointy teeth.  
 
    “Hello,” the alien said. Its translator was speaking in one of the universal Union languages, and it used pinplants directly, so Sato couldn’t trace the language. He’d already run the appearance through his pinplants and couldn’t find it. “Who is the patient?” 
 
    “Me,” Dakkar said, and waved a tentacle out of the water.  
 
    The alien gave Dakkar a queer little bow. “The doctor will be in shortly. Has the questionnaire been completed?”  
 
    “Yes,” Sato said, and handed the dragon-like being a datachip. It accepted it and slid the chip into a slate design Sato had never seen before.  
 
    “I’ll give this to the doctor. He’ll be in here momentarily.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, what race are you?” The door closed without a response. “Well that was rude.”  
 
    “How long will this take?” Dakkar asked.  
 
    “Not too long,” Sato said. At that moment, the door opened again, and the surgeon flew in. His support unit was, well, fascinating. It didn’t use treads like other Wrogul; it was a miniature flyer, held up by a dozen tiny and highly efficient electric turbines. The water compartment was small, no bigger than an extra-large coffee urn, and it had six little membrane gates the Wrogul could slide tentacles through. “That’s amazing,” Sato said, carefully studying the design. I can copy that, he thought with a grin.  
 
    “Hello, Dakkar. You may call me Dr. Faust.” The voice was, like the dragon, in a universal Union language. Sato guessed it was because they saw tons of aliens.  
 
    “Hello, Doctor,” Dakkar replied, pulsing colors. There was an unusually long pause.  
 
    Sato cocked his head and looked through the porthole, the only place Faust was visible. It was dark inside his mobility flyer, unlike Dakkar, who liked lots of windows so he could see out, and sunlight on his skin. The doctor finally responded.  
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    “Of course,” Dakkar said. 
 
    “Please climb onto the table.”  
 
    Dakkar’s tank moved next to the table, and he slithered out, causing water to run onto the floor. Meanwhile the dragon was filling several trays on wheels with all manner of instruments, including a see-through plastic box holding what looked like a jumble of threads. Sato imagined this was a Wrogul pinplant. He knew they were more involved, because parts of the Wroguls’ brains were in their arms.  
 
    “You will need to leave,” Faust said to him. Sato frowned. “It is difficult to sanitize with you here. Our physiology is different. I assure you, he is in good tentacles.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Dakkar said. “See you soon!”  
 
    Sato nodded and got up. “I’ll be right outside.” The dragon moved behind him and closed the door.  
 
    He stood to the side of the door and waited. Something was digging at the back of his brain. He’d almost suggested canceling the procedure. But why? He knew his instincts had saved his ass many times as a proctor; that was one of the things Minerva had liked about him, and a necessary trait for the job. No details came to mind, so he opened a new file in his Mesh.  
 
    The pinplants on steroids known as Mesh were incredible. A billion times more storage and co-processing than pinplants. Light years ahead technologically. They were so powerful, they were borderline ridiculous. He could store five complete copies of the GalNet and have room for every ship design he’d ever made for the Winged Hussars.  
 
    In the new file, he began designing the support flyer for Dakkar. With a little luck in the crappy shop on Vestoon, and help from the miniature manufactory he had, he might be able to build a prototype before they got to Azure in a little over a week. It would be a nice going away present for Dakkar.  
 
    He’d been standing and working for fifteen minutes when Rick suddenly came on.  
 
    <Dakkar, another Wrogul, and a crocodile snake with six legs just came out the back!> 
 
    <What?!> Sato blurted. He performed a spin kick and blew the examining room door open. All the tools and instruments were where the dragon had put them. The only things missing were Dakkar, the dragon, Dr. Faust, and the plastic case holding the pinplants was empty.  
 
    <Pursue!> Sato said. <Don’t lose sight of them!> 
 
    <Already on it,> Rick replied.  
 
    When Sato burst out the front door, the Oogar bellowed at him, then cringed and held his jaw. Sato took no notice of the purple ursine, instead scanning the street. He found what he wanted, and a few seconds later, he’d broken into and hotwired the flyer, and its turbines were spinning up. <I’ve got a flyer, give me coordinates,> he commed.  
 
    <They’re in a ground car, 122 degrees, heading for the landing area of the starport.> 
 
    Sato launched the flyer into the air; its bladed turbines made horrible sounds. They hadn’t been maintaining the magnetic bearings. He prayed it would hold together as he finished climbing and transitioned to horizontal flight far too fast. The vehicle’s top speed was 350 kph. He used his slicer glove on the control interface, and the air speed indicator passed 450 kph. The machine shook like an off-balance washing machine.  
 
    Three minutes later, he came up on the coordinates Rick had given him. The Æsir was shielding behind a now ruined cargo transport. The kidnappers were firing a heavy laser at him.  
 
    <I’m going to use my shield and make a run at them,> Rick said. The other flyer set down next to a small ship, not much bigger than a cutter, and Sato saw them going inside. The flying Wrogul tank was carrying Dakkar.  
 
    <No, hold off. Once they’re airborne, we can use Vestoon to disable them.> Sato had made some improvements to the little ship’s armaments after getting his memory back. Things the kidnappers wouldn’t be expecting.  
 
    As the shooting had stopped, Sato set the now-smoking flyer down next to Rick, who was standing and watching the other ship take off.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” Rick asked. “Why would one Wrogul kidnap another?”  
 
    Sato shook his head. “No idea. Everything was fine, then you called. Dr. Faust made me wait outside. I didn’t hear a struggle or anything.” 
 
    “Dr. Faust?” Rick asked over the screaming engines of the kidnappers’ ship.  
 
    “The Wrogul went by that name.” 
 
    “Faust?” Rick asked again. “The guy in the legend who made a pact with the devil?”  
 
    “That’s where I’ve heard it before,” Sato said, then shrugged. “I’m Japanese, I didn’t read a lot of German stuff.” The ship was climbing now, and they were running toward Vestoon, which was grounded nearby.  
 
    “You should look at this,” Rick said, and sent Sato an image file. “I got this when they first came out the back.” 
 
    It was a movie replaying what Rick had seen. Dakkar was awake and fine, clinging to Dr. Faust’s flyer. As they moved, he looked back at the door they’d just left, and for a single frame, Sato could see Dakkar’s eyes. They didn’t have the familiar blue bar-shaped pupils. Now they were W-shaped, and red. 
 
    He looked up at the ship, now about a kilometer up, when it suddenly crackled with lightning and vanished. He stumbled and fell to his knees, eyes wide in utter astonishment. Three seconds later, a thunderous boooom echoed from air filling the vacuum the ship’s disappearance had left.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Rick asked. “Did it just explode?” 
 
    “No,” Sato said. “It jumped into hyperspace.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Rick said. “Is it?”  
 
    “No,” Sato agreed. “Not only can’t you do that in an atmosphere, but that ship was way too small to have hyperspace shunts.”  
 
    He remained on his knees for a long time, staring at the spot where his friend had disappeared. Eventually Rick got him up and moving before the authorities showed up to ask difficult questions.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Rick asked as they climbed into Vestoon. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Sato admitted. “None at all.”  
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   Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Salvage Title” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07H8Q3HBV. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Find out more about Kevin Steverson and “Salvage Title” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/kevin-steverson/. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The following is an 
 
    Excerpt from Book One of the Singularity War: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Warrior: Integration 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    David Hallquist 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Theogony Books 
 
    eBook and Paperback 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Warrior: Integration” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0875SPH86  
 
      
 
      
 
    Find out more about David Hallquist and “Warrior: Integration” at: https://chriskennedypublishing.com/  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The following is an 
 
    Excerpt from Devil Calls the Tune: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Devil Calls the Tune 
 
    ___________________ 
 
      
 
    Chris Maddox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now Available from Theogony Books 
 
    eBook, Paperback, and (Soon) Audio 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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